














BEGINNING THE ESSAY

Narration. The narrative introduction begins with a brief story that dramatizes the subject. Your
dramatization may be fictional or true.

1.  Begin with a fictional anecdote:

In the old realm of Egelloc, there was a custom that upon reaching the brink of the river
Ytirutam each citizen could choose one of two boats to carry him across the water to the
beautiful, mysterious hall of Efil. One boat had a glass bottom through which passengers could
observe the strange and teeming life under the waters s surface. But because such a view was
sometimes confusing or frightening, the ferry people also provided a boat in which the glass
bottom had been replaced with a mirror. In this boat, the passengers had only to stare at their own
reflections for the duration of the long journey. This made many of the people in the mirror-
bottomed boat extremely pleased with themselves. “After all,” they confided to themselves, ‘after
the long journey, won*t we know ourselves more then those who wished to look out at some
strange and irrelevant forms of life?”

(student essay)
 

2.  Begin with a true anecdote:

At my church where I teach Sunday school to third graders, I often choose lessons from
an easy-to-read Bible story book, which has many colorful pictures.  Last Sunday, the class was
scheduled to do lesson three, so I gathered my students in a circle.  Looking around the ring of
eager faces, I asked, “Now, who would like to read the first paragraph?”  Suddenly, my normally
noisy, chattering group fell completely silent.  The faces tint were smiling only a few minutes ago
were lowered and pensive.  “Doesn*t anyone want to read?” I asked again.  My question was
answered by ten little heads shaking emphatically from left to right.  “Come on, Arthur,” I urged.
“I know you’ll read for us.”

I don*t want to,” was the immediate reply.  “I hate to read.”

(Student essay)

Exposition. The expository paragraph explains or clarifies the subject or idea.

1.  Begin by explaining vague or unfamiliar words:

The Cravenfield Police Department has long been guilty of Comstockery, the suppression
of controversial literature. . . .

To George Bernard Shaw, Joan of Arc was a genius–“A person who, seeing farther and
probing deeper than other people, has a different set of ethical valuations from theirs, and has
energy enough to give effect to this extra vision and its valuation.”



2.  Begin by restating your idea in more specific terms:

I am and, for as long as I can remember, I have always been a poor visualizer.  Words,
even the pregnant words of poets, do not evoke pictures in my mind. No hypnagogic visions
greet me on the verge of sleep. When I recall something, the memory does not present itself to
me as a vividly seen event or object.  By an effort of the will, I can evoke a not very vivid image
of what happened yesterday afternoon, of bow the Lungarno used to look before the bridges were
destroyed, of the Bayswater Road when the only buses were green and tiny and drawn by aged
horses at three and a half miles an hour.  But such images have little substance and absolutely no
autonomous life of their own.  They stand to real, perceived objects in the same relation as
Homer*s ghosts stood to the men of flesh and blood, who came to visit them in the shades.  Only
when I have a high temperature do my mental images come to independent life.  To those in
whom the faculty of visualization is strong, my inner world must seem curiously drab, limited
and uninteresting.  This was the world--a poor thing but my own–which I expected to see
transformed into something completely unlike itself.

(Aldous Huxley, The Doors of Perception)

The trouble is everything is too big. There are too many people, for example, in the city I
live in.  In walking along the street, one passes scores of other people every minute; any response
to them as human beings is impossible; they must be passed by as indifferently as ants pass each
other in the corridors of the anthill. . . . 

(Dwight MacDonald, “Too Big.”)

3.  Begin by rejecting wrong meanings, by ruling out wrong interpretations:

Our cereals are poisoning us.  Now, I*m not referring to the ripe fields of corn--what you
call “maize”--unfolding throughout the central valley; nor am I referring to “cerealia,” that is,
wheat, rye, barley, eats, millet, or rice.  I*m not, in fact, referring to any grain in its natural state. 
My concern is with the color-treated, candy-coated, dye-injected remnants of grains a Captain
Crunch, Cocoa Puffs, Rice Krispies, and Boo Boo Treats for Scary Eats.

(Amanda Rekonwith, Cereal, Vol. III)

4.  Begin by presenting facts and figures of a rather startling nature:

Over one million Americans have already been slaughtered in highway accidents.  A
million more will be killed over the next 15 years.  Irate safety experts say that fully two-thirds of
all traffic victims could be spared their lives if auto manufacturers could place less emphasis on
“styling” and more on “crash-worthiness.”

(Ralph Ginsburg, S. 0. B. Detroit)



(The introduction, you*ve probably noticed, must present the essay-idea and must make sure that
the idea is sufficiently clear.  Its third task is to provide an “attention-getter.” Here are a few
techniques.)

1.  Provocative essay idea.

It would be difficult to find a more shattering refutation of the lessons of cheap morality
then the life of James Boswell.  One of the most extraordinary successes in the history of
civilization was achieved by an idler, a lecher, a drunkard, and a snob.

(Lytton Strachy, “James Boswell”)

2.  Rejection of widely accepted opinions.

Most American parents want to send their children to college.  And their children, for tim
most part, are anxious to go.  It is an American tradition that there is something about a college
that transforms an ordinary infant into a superior adult.  Man and women who have been to
college sometimes suspect tint this is not the case, but they seldom say so.  They are alumni, and,
as such, it is their life work to maintain the tradition that college--their college anyway--is the
greatest place in the world.

College is the greatest place in the world for those who ought to go to college and who go
for the right reasons.  For those who ought not to go to college or who go for the wrong reasons,
college is a waste of time and money.

3.  Posing a problem or Question.

Suppose there were no critics to tell us how to react to a picture, a play, or a new
composition of music.  Suppose we wandered innocent as the dawn into an art exhibit of
unsigned paintings.  By what standards, by what values would we decide whether they were good
or bad, talented or untalented, successes or failures? How can we ever know that what we think
is right?

(Marya Mannes, “How Do You Know It*s Good”)

4.  The occasion for writing.

(Almost any kind of event can be the occasion for writing: a Congressional vote on a
controversial bill, the writer*s encounter with a zany character, the appearance of a new motion
picture or book, and so on.  The occasion mentioned in this next introduction is the popularity of
a mediocre novel.)

The most alarming literary news in years is the enormous success of James Gould
Cozzens*s By Love Possessed.  It sold 170,000 copies in the first six weeks of publication--more
than all eleven of the author*s previous novels put together. [The novel has remained] at the top
of the bestseller list for two months.  Hollywood and the Reader*s Digest have paid $100,000



apiece for privilege of wreaking their wills upon it.
(Dwight MacDonald, “By Cozzens Possessed”)

5.  Quotation.

“The class was keen and intelligent,” said the visiting professor from England.
They were excited by the poems we read, and they had insight.  They talked more readily than
classes do at home.  It was a delightful teaching experience.  But when I asked them to write on
those same poems they were lost.  Their papers were appalling.  They could*t plan, construct,
find words for their meaning, or even punctuate and spell.  It was a shattering anticlimax.”

(“British and American Schools,” Harpers)

A final method of organizing your introduction is often found in scientific and
philosophic writings.  Although it may be the technique you‘re most accustomed to, try to reserve
it primarily for those essays of sufficient length and complexity to warrant a brief outline in
advance of the argument.

In the pages that follow I shall bring forward proof that there is a psychological technique
which makes it possible to interpret dreams, and that, if that procedure is employed, every dream
reveals itself as a psychical structure which has a meaning and which can be inserted at an
assignable point in the mental activities of waking life.  I shall further endeavour to elucidate the
processes to which the strangeness and obscurity of dreams are due and to deduce from those
processes and nature of the psychical forces by whose concurrent or mutually opposing action
dreams are generated.  Having gone thus far, my description will break off, for it will have
reached a point at which the problem of dreams merges into more comprehensive problems, the
solution of which must be approached upon the basis of material of another kind.

(Sigmund Freud, Interpretation of Dreams)

Looking back now, I can see the advantages of growing up in a small town, first, you get
to know the people--know them very well: secondly, you have a great deal of freedom; and
thirdly--odd as it may seem--you are never bored, simply because there is so much to do.

Jazz musician Charlie “Yardbird” Parker*s life can be summed up by its three main
crucial periods, his childhood in Kansas City; his successful years as a recording artist; and the
years of his decline.
















