Dr. M. L. Stapleton  IPFW


Avoiding needless repetition

Any sympathetic and sophisticated audience for your writing expects that you avoid needless repetition of diction, syntax, and content.  Cleaning up this verbal acne is every writer’s bane, even for people who are experienced stylists and compose every day.

I) Try not to use the same construction with every sentence in a paragraph, and, most mercifully for your implied reader, avoid using the same substantive, such as a character’s name, over and over again:

      bad: Hamlet loves Ophelia.  Hamlet is angry at Claudius.  Hamlet is angry at his mother.  Hamlet is friends with Horatio. 

See if you can use different verb forms and sentence order for the syntax.  You can combine sentences and use relative pronouns and synonyms, as well:

      better: Hamlet’s emotional, even stormy relationships dominate the play.  Deeply angry at his mother and stepfather, he loves Ophelia and grieves a beloved father.  Horatio’s constant friendship provides the only solace.

II) If you can, focus your paragraphs on a single idea, use a topic sentence, and don’t say the same thing over and over again in consecutive sentences.
     awful: In Act 1, Scene 1 of Hamlet, Horatio thinks he knows how to talk to the Ghost. “Speak to me” (129, 132), he says over and over because he tries to convince the Ghost that he knows how to talk to it.  But Marcellus and Barnardo tell Horatio that he doesn’t know how to talk to the Ghost and make him stay. It would be good if the Ghost could stay because then Horatio would be able to talk with him, and then he could help Hamlet and they could both talk to the Ghost.

talk = 5x  Ghost = 5x  Horatio = 3x

paragraph has no order or logic.  All three sentences say the same thing.

     less awful: Horatio may not be as educated as he thinks he is, which the first scene of the play demonstrates.  He says “Speak to me” (1.1.129, 132), or something like it, numerous times, to try and make the Ghost stay.  Yet the sentinels Barnardo and Marcellus rightly point out that all these efforts are in vain.  Eventually Hamlet’s friend concedes that they are right.  He hears an important statement later on by the hero himself:  “There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, / Than are dreamt of in your philosophy” (1.5.166-67).  It suggests that school and book learning may not be enough for men such as themselves to navigate the universe. We cannot control the supernatural. 
