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27  Syntax 
 
Syntax is concerned with the way words are arranged and assembled to create a 
sentence.  Sin tax, on the other hand, is a fee the government places on alcohol to keep 
Slagel from drinking too much wine.  It doesn’t work. 
 
One way of describing a sentence, you’ll remember, is by the number and type of 
clauses it contains:  simple (one independent clause), compound (two or more 
independent clauses), complex (one independent and one or more dependent), and 
compound/complex (two or more independent and one or more dependent). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Despite the hefty sin 
tax Oregon places on 
wine, the Boys still had 
a good time at the 
tasting.  Hasting 
particularly enjoyed 
the 2008 Chard.  He 
loved it.  And he loves 
you.  He wuvs you.  We 
wuv woo.  Woo, woo! 
 
Good Lord, Odell says.  
Hastings is drunk again.  
 
 
Another way of describing a sentence is by its purpose.  The most common type 
of sentence in the English language is declarative, a sentence that makes a 
statement. 

The smiling undertaker freaked me out. 
 

A straight-forward, somewhat disturbing statement.  Sometimes life leaves us 
puzzled, and we have to ask questions, or interrogative sentences. 
 

Why was the undertaker smiling? 
 
Good question.  We could answer it with another declarative statement, or we 
could use an exclamatory sentence for emphasis. 
 

The undertaker had a sick, sick sense of humor! 
 

Use some caution with exclamations.  I suppose you could exclaim anything. 
 

Junior Boy sharpened his pencil! 
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This probably isn’t cause for that much excitement, unless Junior Boy is 
coming after you with his newly-honed weapon, in which case that demented 
undertaker will be grinning his face off.  Lose the exclamation point. 
 
I should note that you never use exclamations with basset hounds.  They never 
do anything so exciting. 
 

Hastings and Odell fell asleep in the gentle, fragrant Windward breeze! 
 

Hobs gazed blankly at the wall! 
 

Right.  The final purpose of a sentence is to command, and we call these 
imperatives. 
 

Don’t read this sentence. 
 

That’s a command, one that you apparently ignored.  Imperatives differ from 
other sentences in that the subject (you) is understood.  Consequently, you can 
have a one-word sentence in English:  Go. 

 
Much like exclamations, it’s senseless to use imperatives with bassets.  Bassets 
don’t listen.  They don’t understand.  And if they do, they ignore you.  Well, 
okay, I did teach Hobd one trick.  Watch this. 
 

Stare, Hobs, stare. 
 
Good girl. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Oh my God! 
Hobs is 
staring! 

She’s staring 
on the beach! 

Oh, the 
horror! 

 
Nope, the 

whole 
exclamation 

thing just 
doesn’t work 
with bassets. 

 
Much like diction, syntax falls along a continuum of formality, and as with the 
diction choices, there is a trade-off.  With formality, the writer evokes elegance, 
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sophistication, and tradition.  With informality come familiarity, playfulness, 
and warmth.  Informal syntax might include: 
 

• the use of sentence fragments 
• a greater freedom with punctuation 
• contractions 
• occasional repetition 
• a disregard for the most pedantic rules of grammar—beginning sentences 

with coordinate conjunctions, splitting infinitives, ending clauses with 
prepositions 

• more parenthetical expressions and observations/editorializing 
• use of second person pronouns (you, your) to refer to the audience 

 
Once again, the distinction is relative, and the appropriate level of formality is 
determined by audience, situation, and purpose. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
You can’t be sure what 
Odell’s thinking about.  
The vastness of the sea.  
How the sunset is a 
metaphor for the twilight 
of his life.  Perhaps he 
sees the long-eared face of 
God.   
 
But Hastings, not so much.  
Hastings is thinking that 
the big yellow puppy 
biscuit in the sky is going 
away.  Hungry!  Must eat 
it!  Keep looking!  Ouch!  
Blind! 
 
It’s all very symbolic and 
stuff. 

 
Here, by the way, is that same thought, with more formal syntax and diction: 
 
One never knows the depth of Odell’s musings:  the simple imagery of the vast 
sea, the more complex analogy of a setting sun and his own waning life, or 
perhaps the spiritual epiphany of a dog transcending. 
 
Hastings, on the other hand, envisioning a great, golden doggie biscuit in the 
sky, simply feels the literal hunger of desire and the figurative blindness of 
perseverance.  Poetry is lost on some bassets.  


