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28  Sentence Variety 
 
Hobs all about variety.  Sometimes she naps, naps, eats, and naps.  Sometimes 
she naps, eats, naps, and naps.  Variety keeps her full and well-rested.  Sated.  
Conversely, sentence variety keeps the reader longing for more. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hobs, in the middle of a 
napping, napping, eating, 
napping day. 
 
Wait, it’s a napping, eating, 
napping, napping day. 
 
Sorry for the confusion. 
 

Sentence length 
 
For the sake of the bassets, who are either napping or eating, we’ll keep this 
simple.  Sentence length is the number of words in a sentence.  We have 
arbitrarily established the labels telegraphic (five words or fewer), short (six to 
twelve), medium (thirteen to twenty-three), and involved (twenty-four or more).  
The bulk of our writing falls into the short to medium range.  The advantages 
and limitations of such sentences are myriad:   
 
Short and medium sentences provide a comfortable amount of information and 
detail that can be readily digested.  They establish a rhythm, and like all patterns, 
they create expectation and satisfaction when the expectation is met.  Safe and 
familiar, however, they run the risk of lulling the reader to sleep.  That’s the 
downside of comfort; these sentences can become predictable and tedious. 
	
That	paragraph,	by	the	way,	consisted	of	four	short	and	medium	sentences,	from	
twelve	to	eighteen	words.		I	fell	asleep	after	the	third	one,	but	roused	myself	to	
finish	my	thought.		Comfortable.		Lulled.		Sated.	
	
Telegraphic	sentences	are	more	primal,	lacking	detail	and	thoroughness.		More	
reader-driven,	telegraphic	sentences	and	fragments	quicken	the	pace	and	create,	in	
the	right	context,	a	sense	of	urgency.		They	can	also	be	used	for	humor,	dropping	
onto	the	page	almost	as	an	afterthought.	
	

Like this one. 
	
An	abundance	of	telegraphic	sentences	can	also	be	irritating,	unless	the	writer	is	five	
or	six,	in	which	case	we	give	her	a	cookie	and	a	smile	and	pat	her	on	the	head.	
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On	the	other	end	of	the	spectrum,	involved	sentences	are	writer-heavy,	spilling	onto	
the	page	in	a	cascade	of	information	and	detail.			
	
Usually complex and often convoluted, an involved sentence, like a meandering 
creek, tends to slow the pace as the reader attempts to untwist the snaking 
syntax, all the while soaking up the richness of the language and bathing in the 
mastery of the composition. 
 
What the hell was that? 
	
That, my friends, is sentence variety. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When he’s tired, 
which is always, 
Odell tends to 
dream in 
fragments.  Dairy.  
Meats.  Cheese. 
 
We get the point. 
	
Sentence pattern 
 
Another source of variety is the sentence pattern, that is, the relative 
arrangement of subject and predicate.  The natural order of a sentence in English 
places the subject at the beginning, followed by the predicate.   
 

Odell took his pet snail for a walk but couldn’t keep up. 
 

The subject Odell is followed by the predicate took and could keep up.  Sentence 
inversion occurs when we craft a sentence that places the subject after the 
predicate.  For instance, questions that begin with interrogative pronouns can be 
inverted. 
 

Why is Nainoa drinking kawa so early in the day? 
 
So are sentences beginning with the adverbs there and here: 
 

There are two and a half million stair-steps Nainoa must descend  
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to reach Ahaki for lunch. 

 
 
The subject stair-steps follows the predicate are. 
	
Sentences that begin with demonstrative pronouns (this, that, these, those) are 
more or less inverted: 
 

These are the reasons Nainoa tumbles down the hill so often. 
 
While technically the subject These precedes the predicate are, the bulk of the 
meaning comes from the predicate nominative reasons Nainoa tumbles down the 
hill so often.  This discussion is better framed in the context of loose and periodic 
sentences. 
 
Loose sentences, the more common of the two types, are front-loaded; that is, 
the bulk of the meaning, usually the subject and predicate of the independent clause, 
occurs at the beginning.   
 
Slagel created a loose sentence for his students, taking care to include enough 
insignificant detail at the end to create a memorable example while attempting 

to entertain them with his usual rubbish. 
 
The bulk of the meaning is that I created a loose sentence.  The rest, while 
perhaps minimally interesting, was superfluous.  If the world ended five or six 
words into the sentence, you would die knowing the gist of my example.  People 
who write loose sentences assume the world is going to end in a few seconds.  
They’re survivalists.  Life is short and scary; write loose sentences. 
 
There are other reasons writers create loose sentences. Like short and medium 
sentences, they’re comfortable.  We’re used to them.  They make the main point 
quickly and allow us to embellish, or rather enjoy the writer’s embellishment, at 
our leisure.  They’re great for skimming. 
 
The downside of loose sentences is that they’re great for skimming, so the reader 
skims, often paying little attention to the occasionally interesting and necessary 
details that round out the sentence. 
 
The periodic sentence forces the reader to run through the tape, so to speak, 
delaying the bulk of the meaning to the end. 
 

In an attempt to engage his readers and force them to follow through to the 
conclusion, much like a basset in search of that elusive puppy biscuit buried 
deep in the sand at the end of the path, Slagel created a periodic sentence. 

 
Back-loaded, periodic sentences force the reader to continue on, absorbing the 
details along the way.  Writers often use them to build suspense.  They force us 
to delay gratification, and delaying gratification is one of the two things that 
separate us from basset hounds.  The fact that we have opposable thumbs is the 
other one.  I used a loose sentence there because I didn’t want to keep you 
hanging. 
 
 



	 28	
 

 
 
 
 
Because Hastings 
has no opposable 
thumbs, he can’t 
open a bottle of 
wine or can of 
spam, and he 
can’t unwrap 
toilet paper. 
 
In the event of a 
ballistic missile 
hitting the 
islands, Hastings 
would perish. 

 
Sentence beginnings 
 
One of the cool things about periodic sentences is that they allow us to vary the 
sentence beginning.  Here are some options. 
 
Introductory adverb clause 
 

As the waves splashed soothingly against the algae-stained rocks, 
Nui realized he had to go she-she. 

 
Introductory prepositional phrase 

 
Near the end of the second semester, in the midst of the AP Exam,  

among the roomful of anxious students, the escaped mongoose  
mangled the proctor’s socks. 

 
Introductory participial phrase 
 
Sitting at the concrete picnic table and gazing at Chinaman’s Hat, I suddenly felt 

the sunburn on my scalp and longed for some protective Asian headgear. 
 
Introductory absolute phrase 
 

Odell having fleas last summer, I decided to invite the little buggers in  
for a discussion on mutual respect. 

 
Introductory appositive 
 

A cute, tree-stump-shaped little wahine with a great future in animated sci-fi 
films, Lilo stowed away on a Matson ship and headed to Hollywood. 

 
Keep in mind that variations should remain variations.  A string of three or four 
consecutive introductory participial phrases, unless used to create parallelism or 
rhythm, grows old really quickly. 


