ENG 4U


The Descriptive Essay

The descriptive essay is no different than most, except that it uses descriptive detail to support its thesis. The dominant impression guides the author’s selection of detail and is thereby made clear to the reader in the thesis statement, which may be implicit or explicit.

A descriptive essay has one, clear, dominant impression. If, for example, you are describing a snowfall, it is important for you to decide to let your reader know if it is threatening or peaceful; in order to leave the reader with one dominant impression, it cannot be both. Diction, then, becomes all-important as the words chosen will have connotations which enhance the overall impression.
A descriptive essay can be objective or subjective, giving the author a wide choice of tone, diction, and attitude. For instance, an objective description of an author’s dog would mention such facts as height, weight, colouring, and so forth. A subjective description would include the above details, but would also stress the author’s feeling toward the dog, as well as its personality and habits.

The purpose of a purely descriptive essay is to involve the reader enough so he or she can actually visualize the thing(s) being described. Therefore, it is important to use specific and concrete details. 

 “On the Road to Berlin”, by Ernie Pyle
This essay was written after the landings on D-Day. The author conveys his impressions of what he found there.

1. Read the essay though on your own. Highlight or underline the descriptive words or phrases which you find particularly effective.

2. Categorize (re-write) these descriptions under these general headings:

· Wreckage

· Humanity

· Nature

3. Consult your list of literary and rhetorical devices. Locate five different devices in the essay. Explain why you think each is effective.

4. Choose five words from the essay which you think the author chose carefully for their connotative value. Explain a) what associations are attached, and b) why each is effective.

5. What overall impression does the author convey?

6. In your own words, state the essay’s thesis.
Descriptive writing tools: powerful adjectives and adverbs, similes, metaphors, sensory appeal (images), and connotation
