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Abstract.  The paper is concerned with description as a mode of discourse and the ways of 

making it effective. Usually, one writes a description for either of two purposes: to convey 

information without bias or emotion; or to convey it with feeling. The paper mostly deals with 

the emotional description. Writing an effective description, the author relies on his / her point of 

view to help himself / herself arrange details, uses figures of speech, relies on language which is 

specific and concrete, keeps a sharp eye out for vague words.  
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Description is known as one of the modes of discourse which is aimed at transmitting a 

mental image of the particulars of a story. It is the pattern of development that presents a word 

picture of a thing, a person, a situation, or a series of events 

[https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Description]. Description is closely related to narration, which is 

defined as the particularly chosen methodology or process of using a written or spoken 

commentary to convey a story to an audience [https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Narration].  

We can hardly live a day without describing or hearing described some person, place, or 

thing. Small wonder that, in written discourse, description is almost as indispensable as paper. 

Usually, we write a description for either of two purposes: to convey information without 

bias or emotion; or to convey it with feeling. 

In writing with the first purpose in mind, we create an objective or impartial description. 

We describe our subject so clearly and exactly that our reader will understand it or recognize it 

easily, and we leave our emotions out. Technical and scientific descriptive writing is usually 

objective. We write this kind of description in sending a friend directions for finding your house: 

“Look for the silver colored weathercock on the roof and a creeping rose in blossom at the 

garden gate”. In writing an objective description our purpose is not to convey our feelings. We 

are trying to make the house easily recognized. 
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The other type of writing is subjective or emotional. In this kind of description, we may 

use biases and personal feelings – in fact, they are essential. Let us consider a splendid example 

of a subjective description of a residential area of New York where a Puerto Rican girl lived. It 

conveys the childhood reminiscence of an American writer Judith Ortiz Cofer, who is Puerto 

Rican by origin herself: 

 “My memories of life in Paterson during the first few years are all in shades of gray. 

Maybe I was too young to absorb vivid colors and details, or to discriminate between the slate 

blue of the winter sky and the darker hues of the snow-bearing clouds, but that single color 

washes over the whole period. The building we lived in was gray, as were the streets, filled with 

slush the first few months of my life there. The coat my father had bought for me was similar in 

color and too big; it sat heavily on my thin frame. 

I do remember the way the heater pipes banged and rattled, startling all of us out of sleep 

until we got so used to the sound that we automatically shut it out or raised our voices above the 

racket. The hiss of the valve punctuated my sleep like a nonhuman presence in the room – a 

dragon sleeping at the entrance of my childhood”. [Judith Ortiz Cofer, 2006: 163] 

The objects included in the description – the sky, the clouds, the streets, the building, the 

coat – are of one and same dull gray color, which makes them all look unattractive. The sounds – 

bang, rattle, racket, hiss – make the whole picture even less pleasant. The metaphor at the end of 

the description “a dragon sleeping at the entrance of my childhood” adds to the feeling of 

unhappiness and fear.  

Writing a description we should give a little thought to our audience. If, let’s say, we are 

describing a downtown street on a Saturday night for an audience of people who live in the same 

city and know it well, then we need not dwell on the street’s familiar geography. What should we 

tell? – Only those details that make the place different on a Saturday night. But if we are writing 

for readers who don’t know it, we’ll need to establish a few central landmarks to sketch an 

unfamiliar street on a Saturday night. 

Before we begin to write a description, we must look at our subject. If that is not possible, 

our next best course is to spend a few minutes imagining the subject until, in our mind’s eye, we 

can see every flyspeck on it. Then having fixed our subject in mind, we must ask ourselves 

which of its features we’ll need to report to our particular audience, for our particular purpose. 

We must ask ourselves, “What am I out to accomplish!” 

When we consider our aim in describing, we’ll begin to see what impression we intend 

our subject to make on readers. Our description, as a whole, should convey this one dominant 

impression. If we plan to write an ad of a holiday hotel room with a French balcony, for an 

audience of possible holidaymakers, we might focus on a large size of the room, nice and 
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comfortable furniture, a convenient bathroom, a view of subtropical park opening from the 

balcony.  If, however, we are writing a subjective description of the same room for an internet 

forum which is visited by those who are planning their holidays, we might explain what a French 

balcony is. It is a small balcony extension, designed to be more decorative than functional, 

nowhere near big enough for people to stand or sit on. We might mention that there is no place in 

the room where one can get their bathing suit dried. Details have to be carefully selected. We 

must pick out the features that matter most. 

The dominant impression is like the thesis of our description – the main idea about our 

subject that we want readers to take away with them. When we use description to explain or 

ague, it’s usually a good strategy to take that dominant impression outright, trying it to our 

essay’s thesis or a part of it.  

Or in an argument in favor of transforming an abandoned factory into a restaurant, we 

might begin with a description of the building and then state our point about it: 

“The building is a three storey structure ready for use which contains two large halls, 

four smaller rooms and a spacious kitchen”. 

When we use subjective description more for its own sake – to show the reader a place or 

a person, to evoke feelings – we needn’t always state our dominant impression as a thesis 

statement, as long as the impression is there dictating the details. 

A description, too, needs a consistent point of view that of an observer who stays put and 

observes steadily. From this point of view, we can make a carefully planned inspection tour of 

our subject, moving spatially (from left to right, from near to far, from top to bottom, from center 

to periphery), or perhaps moving from prominent objects to tiny ones, from dull to bright, from 

commonplace to extraordinary – or vice versa. 

The plan for us is the one that best fulfills our purpose, arranging details so that the reader 

firmly receives the impression we mean to convey. If we were to describe, for instance, a 

cathedral, we might begin with its environs. Then, as if approaching it with the aid of a zoom 

lens, we might detail its exterior and then go on inside. That might be a workable method to 

write a description if we wanted to create the dominant impression of the cathedral as a part of 

the architectural complex. Say, however, that we had a different impression in mind: to 

emphasize the spirituality of the cathedral’s interior. We might then begin our description inside 

the structure, perhaps with its most prominent feature, the icon stand. We might mention the 

environs later in our description, but only incidentally. 

To write a memorable description, we don’t need a storm at sea or any other owe-

inspiring subject. We can write about our family as effectively as we write about a tornado. The 

secret is in the vividness, the evocativeness of the details. To create proper images, good 
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describers use the language that calls up concrete sensory experiences, including figures of 

speech. For instance, using a metaphor an American author Edith Ortiz Cofer writes: “The old 

woman's mouth becomes a cavernous black hole I fall into. And as I fall, I can feel the 

reverberations of her laughter”. [Judith Ortiz Cofer, 2006: 169] 

Using a simile, Cofer describes the respect of her father for a Christmas tradition of the 

country that has adopted their family: “He carried the Christmas tree formally, as if it were a 

flag in a parade” [Judith Ortiz Cofer, 2006: 165]. 

We must definitely rely on language that is specific (tied to actual things) and concrete 

(tied to the senses of sight, hearing, touch, smell, and taste). Specific and concrete language 

enables readers to behold with the mind’s eye – and to feel with the mind’s fingertips. 

The first sentence below shows a writer’s first-draft attempt to describe something she 

saw. After editing, the second sentence is much more vivid. 

Vague: Beautiful, scented wildflowers were in the field. 

Concrete and specific: Backlighted by the sun and smelling faintly sweet, an acre of tiny 

lavender flowers spread away from me. 

When ending our description, we should keep a sharp eye out for vague words such as 

delicious, handsome, loud, and short that force readers to create their own impressions or, worse, 

leave them with no impression at all. Using details that can call on readers’ sensory experiences, 

say why delicious or why handsome, how loud or how short. When stuck for a word, we should 

conjure up our subject and see it, touch it, smell it, taste it. 

Concrete and specific do not mean “fancy”. Good description does not demand 

pretentious words when plain equivalents are just as informative. The writer who uses 

tintinnabulation instead of bell-ringing actually says less because fewer readers will understand 

the less common word and readers will sense a writer showing off. 

In the following paragraph, description is used to intensify the anticipation of an 

important moment in the story and thus works together with narration.  

“One New Year's Eve we were dressed up like child models in the Sears catalogue: my 

brother in a miniature man's suit and bow tie, and I in black patent-leather shoes and frilly dress 

with several layers of crinoline underneath. My mother wore a bright red dress that night, I 

remember, and spike heels; her long black hair hung to her waist. Father, who usually wore his 

navy uniform during his short visits home, had put on a dark civilian suit for the occasion: We 

had been invited to his uncle's house for a big celebration. Everyone was excited because my 

mother's brother – Herman – a bachelor who could indulge himself with luxuries – had bought a 

home movie camera, which he would be trying out that night” [Judith Ortiz Cofer, 2005: 163]. 
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Description is usually found in the company of other methods of writing. Often, as in the 

abovementioned example, it will enliven narration and make the people in the story and the 

setting unmistakably clear.  
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