
Overwriting 

 

It’s easy to do and it’s mostly done out of generosity—to help the reader see and understand. As 

you figure out the story, overwriting is common in early drafts. But then comes the pruning; 

otherwise, you step on the toes of your readers, preventing them from engaging imaginatively 

with the story. You want to leave gaps, you want to leave room for your reader to imaginatively 

participate and inhabit and live the story, so by the end, your reader, too, has been transformed.  

 

Here are some things to do to eliminate overwriting: 

 

1. Read your work out loud. Did you stumble over a sentence? Rewrite it.  

2. Did your next sentence repeat the previous sentence? Cut this sentence.  

3. Look at your scene. What’s the purpose of the scene? Is it clear? Or is it buried under 

specific details that have no import on the story? 

4. Do you have a string of images? If you’re trying to capture the mind of a character who is 

baffled, it might work. Otherwise, your reader won’t know which image is most 

important. Rewrite to include the most relevant image.    

5. What’s the purpose of the dialogue? Is the dialogue doing more than presenting 

information? Rewrite it so it’s revealing character and/or hinting at the heart of the story.  

6. The most important word, image, or thought is revealed at the end of a sentence or a 

paragraph. Have you buried an important word? An important image or thought? Rewrite 

to place it at the end, where the reader will remember it. 

7. Look for filter words—“she thought,” “she wondered.” Do you need these? 

8. Review your logistical sentences: “She walked over to the table.” “She bent down and 

picked up the magazine.” Do you need these? Can you rewrite it so it’s clear without 

these sentences? 

9. Did you tell something that should be shown? Remember: you can never tell what’s the 

heart of the story. It must be shown.  

10. Go through your scene again. Do you have long strings of adjectives? Are they relevant 

to the scene? If not, you might be overwhelming your reader with superfluous details.  


