HOW TO EAT A CLICHÉ


Loraine Stayer

The answer is, “One word at a time.”  The question is, how do you rid your writing of clichés?  Most of us don’t think about them, but we use them all the time:  Pretty as a picture.  Light as a feather.  A breath of fresh air.  Gilding the lily.

Each cliché was once an original, clever piece of description that caught the public fancy.  But clichés are like potholes.  If you ride over too many of them, you’re inclined not to take that road (or read that author’s writing) again.

Fixing up clichés can be as simple as crossing out a line and doing without, or as complex as restructuring each with the idea of imparting a humorous flavor to your work.  I can hear one of my characters getting mad at someone in the midst of a hot summer day in Chicago, and storming out, saying, “I’m going to get a breath of fresh pollution!”  Or talking about too much of something:  “Gilding the Petunia!”

You get the idea. 

Clichés can also be tired plot devices, such as giving your main character amnesia.  Not that you ought not to write about amnesia, if you intend to make it your main focus.  But then, you need to know something about how it really works.  Poor little rich girls, and Prince Charming rescuing your heroine from her serious difficulties instead of having her face them might be other examples.  The latter is okay for Cinderella, but we don’t end our stories with “And they lived happily ever after” any more.  Or we shouldn’t.

Look at your last bit of prose.  Are you cliché-ridden?  It may be time for some housekeeping.  Sweep up the clichés that litter your writing, and present a new landscape for your readers.

