Anecdote, Imagery, Epiphany, and Rant:
Voice in the Essay

Contemporary essays and speeches reveal these four elements that are
crucial to developing and analyzing voice in an essay. DIDLS – diction,
images, details, language and sentence structure – will be used as a
strategy for analysis.
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Finding Your Voice
an·ec·dote ( 'a-nik-"dOt ) n.
1. a usually short narrative of an interesting, amusing, or biographical incident 2. entertaining
and often oral account of a real or fictitious occurrence. 3. personal story, tale, yarn, fable
[syn. sketch, story, tale, narrative; joke ]

im·ag·ery ( 'i-mij-rE, -mi-j&- ) n.
1. a vivid representation; graphic description 2. figurative language, esp. a metaphor or simile
3. mental images; a picture in the mind
[syn. invention, fancy; tropes, metaphors, similes, analogies ]

e·pi·ph·a·ny ( i-'pi-f&-nE ) n.
1. a usually sudden manifestation or perception of the essential nature or meaning of something
2. an intuitive grasp of reality through something (as an event) usually simple and striking 3. an
illuminating discovery; a revealing scene or moment
[syn. revelation, insight, understanding; trancendance ]

rant ( 'rant ) n.
1. a bombastic extravagant speech 2. noisy, excited, or declamatory manner; vehement
expression 3. wild or uproarious merriment
[syn. rage, rave, scold, nag, harangue ]

folly
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THE WORDS

I BITE INTO THEM, I MELT THEM DOWN . . .
I LOVE WORDS SO MUCH . . .THE
UNEXPECTED ONES. . .FOR GREEDILY OR
STALK UNTIL, SUDDENLY, THEY DROP. . .
VOWELS I LOVE . . . THEY GLITTER LIKE
COLORED STONES, THEY LEAP LIKE
SILVER FISH, THEY ARE FOAM, THREAD,
METAL, DEW. . .I RUN AFTER CERTAIN
WORDS. . .THEY ARE SO BEAUTIFUL THAT I
WANT TO FIT THEM ALL INTO MY POEM
. . . I CATCH THEM IN MIDFLIGHT, AS THEY
BUZZ PAST, I TRAP THEM, CLEAN THEM,
PEEL THEM, I SET MYSELF IN FRONT OF
THE DISH, THEY HAVE A CRYSTALLINE
TEXTURE TO ME, VIBRANT, IVORY,
VEGETABLE, OILY, LIKE FRUIT, LIKE
ALGAE, LIKE AGATES, LIKE OLIVES. . .
AND I STIR THEM, I SHAKE THEM, I DRINK
THEM, I GULP THEM DOWN, I MASH
THEM, I GARNISH THEM, I LET THEM GO
. . . I LEAVE THEM IN MY POEM LIKE
STALACTITES, LIKE SLIVERS OF POLISHED
WOOD, LIKE COALS, PICKINGS FROM A
SHIPWRECK, GIFTS FROM THE WAVES . . .
EVERYTHING EXISTS IN THE WORD . . .
FROM

6

MEMOIRS BY PABLO NERUDA (NY: PENGUIN, 1974),

Sandra Effinger

http://www.mseffie.com

P.

53.

mseffie@mac.com

mseffie@mac.com

Sandra Effinger

http://www.mseffie.com

7

8

Sandra Effinger

http://www.mseffie.com

mseffie@mac.com

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

By John M. Allen
New York Times (1857-Current file); Oct 9, 1976; ProQuest Historical Newspapers The New York Times
pg. 19

Dead, Needlessly.

Name _______________________________________ Period _______ Date __________________
Piece being Revised ________________________________________________________________

Changes Made Chart
Type of Change

WORD
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SENTENCE

*THEME

DELETION

SUBSTITUTION

ADDITION

REORGANIZATION

Based on research by Nancy Comley et al.
*Theme = An Extended Statement of One Idea
In the space below, explain your choices as a writer.
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Using the Cubing Organizer
Purpose
Cubing is an image organizer. It can help students do the following
• Remember a subject
• Study different aspects of a subject
• Collect information for writing
• Revise writing by “re-seeing” a subject

How to Use
Complex subjects may be difficult to grasp. Tell students that one way to understand a complex subject is
to look at it from several different perspectives. That is what Cubing attempts to do. Display the organizer
and tell students that each illustration represents a different side of the same cube. Now work through an
example. Show students a reproduction of a famous work of art and tell them to imagine that they have
been assigned an essay about it. Write the name of the work of art at the top of the organizer. Then,
starting with the cube in the upper left, ask students to describe the work of art. Write their responses on
the lines under Describe it. Continue with the rest of the faces of the cube. As you work through the
example, point out that students should modify the organizing questions beside each box to fit their
subject. For example, when studying a piece of art, the questions next to the Argue for or against it box
might be changed to Is it a masterpiece or not? or Effective or ineffective?
Now explain to students that the Cubing procedure is not limited to use with concrete subjects. Cubing can
be used to understand concepts as well. Suggest a concept such as freedom and have students discuss how
they would use the organizer with this subject Ask if they would need to modify any of the questions and
why.
Return to your original example and ask students to tell how they would use the organizer as the basis for
writing. Elicit that students could choose some or all of the information on the organizer to use in an essay.
Point out that their comments under each face of the cube provide details for paragraphs about the subject.
Encourage students to use the Cubing procedure to understand and remember complex subjects and as a
tool for planning their own writing. Once you have demonstrated how Cubing works students can work
independently or in small groups on their own activities.

Suggested Activities
1. Divide students into collaborative learning groups of three or four for an in-depth study of a literary
work. Assign each group a different poem, short story, or novel that the entire group is familiar with.
Have students discuss the work from the different perspectives suggested on the organizer, recording
the results of the discussion on their own individual organizers. Remind students that they may need to
revise some of the questions printed on the organizer.
2. Assign a descriptive essay about an important person, place, or holiday. Instruct students to cube the
subject in preparation for writing about it. Then have them select the information they want to use in
their essays and number the cubes in the order they will write about them. Have students write their first
drafts and then compare these drafts with the organizers. Ask if there are any details or paragraphs they
want to rearrange. After revising and proofreading, have students prepare final drafts. Display their
completed work on a bulletin board side by side with their Cubing organizers.
3. Use the Cubing organizer as a revision tool – in the strictest sense of the word. Have the student re-see
a written essay and take those new perspectives into account in revising.
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WHAT IS AN ESSAY?
It is any brief composition in prose that undertakes to discuss a matter, express a point of
view, or persuade us to accept a thesis on any subject whatever. The essay discusses its
subject in non-technical fashion, often with a liberal use of such devices as anecdote,
striking illustration, and humor to augment its appeal.
Essays are not always called essays. They could be called editorials, letters, speeches,
sermons, or even hidden as part of a play or novel. An essay is determined by style,
purpose, structure, and so on. It is almost impossible to define essay in such a way that all
essays can be classified adequately.
WHAT’S A FORMAL ESSAY?
The formal essay is relatively impersonal: the author writes as an authority, or at least as
highly knowledgeable, on the subject and expounds it in an ordered and thorough fashion.
Examples will be found among the serious articles on current topics and issues in any of
the magazines addressed to a thoughtful audience -- Harper’s, Scientific American, Time,
Newsweek, and so on. Formal essays almost always follow a rigid structure -- the
statement of thesis, development of supporting details, etc. -- the five-paragraph essay,
for example. The purpose of most formal essays is exposition or explanation; whereas the
purpose of an informal essay may well be entertainment or merely the expression of a
personal opinion.
Qualities which make an essay formal include:
1. Seriousness of purpose.
2. Dignity.
3. Logical organization.
4. Length.
WHAT’S AN INFORMAL ESSAY?
In the informal essay (or “familiar” or “personal essay”), the author assumes a tone of
intimacy with his audience, tends to be concerned with everyday things rather than with
public affairs or specialized topics, and writes in a relaxed, self-revelatory, and often
whimsical fashion. Accessible modern examples are to be found in any major periodical,
usually labelled as editorials or essays. Some famous writers of informal essays include
Francis Bacon (aphoristic essay), Joseph Addison and Richard Steele (periodical essay),
and Charles Lamb (personal essay).
Qualities which make an essay informal include:
1. The personal element: self-revelation, individual tastes
and experiences, confidential manner.
2. Humor: sarcasm, satire, parody.
3. Graceful style: quotation, figures of speech.
4. Rambling structure: narrative, conversational.
5. Unconventionality or novelty of theme.
6. Freshness of form: virtually unlimited.
7. Freedom from stiffness and affectation.
8. Incomplete or tentative treatment of topic.
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One way of discussing essays is to describe them -- as best one can. The following are
terms which can be used to consider the author’s approach, purpose, and subject matter:
10 CHARACTERISTICS OF ESSAYS
(often any one essay may include several of these)
1. Personal: Tone is light, deals with author or his world. Interpretive, familiar,
conversational. Has characteristics of a monologue.
2. Formal: Tone is serious; so is subject matter. Tendency for language to be stylized,
grammatically perfect. Intended to educate and arouse.
3. Descriptive: Calls for close observation. Contains emotional, evocative, concrete
details.
4. Narrative: Gives a picture of author colored by personality. Often a thread of story
broken by digressions.
5. Expository: A process of enumeration, definition, comparison, contrast, illustration,
analysis, cause and effect.
6. Didactic: Intended to teach, instruct or clarify some point for the reader.
7. Character Sketch: Portraying either individual traits, type, class or rank of person
with a moral purpose.
8. Biographical: Thumbnail sketch often with anecdotes. Written by close associate
of subject.
9. Philosophical: Also called “reflective.” Deals with author’s personal views on life.
10. Critical: Dealing with some form or piece of art, literature or government. !\lay
contain humor or satire.
HOW DOES AN ESSAYIST CREATE EMPHASIS?
Emphasis is a principle of rhetoric dictating that important elements be given important
positions and adequate development whether in the sentence, the paragraph, or the whole
composition. The more important positions are, naturally, at the beginning and end. But
emphasis may also be secured:
1. By repetition of important ideas.
2. By the development of important ideas through supplying plenty of specific
detail.
3. By simply giving more space to the more important phases of the
composition.
4. By contrasting one element with another since such contrasts focus the
reader’s attention on the point in question.
5. By careful selection of details so chosen that subjects related to the main
idea are included and all irrelevant material excluded.
6. By climactic arrangement.
7. By mechanical devices such as capitalization, italics, symbols, and different
colors of ink.
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Happiness Springs Eternal
by Art Buchwald
Thursday, December 7, 2006
A lot of people want to know: What is happiness?
Obviously, what makes one person happy doesn't necessarily make another person happy. It is
my opinion that age plays an important part. I'm in the senior citizen bracket, so my happiness
quotient of "feeling good" is different from that of my children and grandchildren.
This is what makes me happy:
When my doctor says I passed all my medical tests with flying colors.
When the dentist tells me I have no cavities.
Sitting in my lounge chair in front of the TV set.
Someone making me popcorn and hot chocolate in front of a log fire, but I don't have to bring in
the logs.
An evening in bed with a good book. (My book.)
A Visa card bill informing me they made a mistake in my favor.
Any ailment I have that is covered by Medicare.
A parking place.
Enough money in my pension account to let me spend four months in Florida.
Not having to go to a cocktail party for someone I don't know (or a wedding, bar mitzvah or any
occasion where I have to travel outside of the city).
Playing poker and winning the pot by bluffing -- one of my big highs.
A new electronic toy (digital camera, iPod or a computer that's immune to viruses).
Any music-free restaurant.
As you can see, it doesn't take much to make me happy. I'm extremely happy when I get a phone
call from my son or daughters.
Happiness is somebody else cutting my lawn.
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In the winter, it's a fur hat, earmuffs and a heavy jacket. (And not losing a glove.)
A good night's sleep.
Remembering where I put my house keys.
Someone calling me back when I've left a "call me" message.
A grandson who offers to clean the snow off my driveway and also fix my computer.
And the list goes on:
A dream of being one of the richest people in the world, and giving my money to Bill Gates.
Loving my neighbor as much as I love myself -- provided he doesn't have a barking dog.
Telling war stories (true or not true) at the local bar with someone else buying the drinks.
I am happiest when not shaving, if I don't have to go out.
It gives me great pleasure to send e-mails to the president, Congress and TV talking heads,
telling them what dummies I think they are.
Winning an argument with a friend.
What makes me really happy? Things that remind me of my youth: comfort food, such as
chicken soup with matzo balls, meat loaf, spaghetti with tomato sauce, bread pudding, tapioca,
cream soda and anything I can buy at a delicatessen. I'm happy just writing about these things.
Nothing in politics makes me happy, though I must confess I do have fantasies about Saddam
Hussein. I know it is not politically correct, but I picture him buried completely in the sand, with
only his head above ground. Someone, not me, pours maple syrup on him, and all the embedded
ants in the desert are notified.
© 2006 The Washington Post Company

So, happiness is more than a warm puppy?
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Columbus
by Leo Rosten
From the “They Made Our World Series,” Life magazine

What 1000 words can say. . .
1

He strained his eyes for some sign of
land, some omen from God --who, he was
sure, was guiding him. They had left Spain
ten long weeks ago. But where were they
now -- the Indian Ocean? the China Sea?
nowhere in a chartless sea? No map could
guide him. His sailors had mutinied. If
land were not sighted soon, he would turn
the three ships back. Somewhere,
somehow, some shred of land must be
near. Land? No -- far more than land:
fabled India, or Cipangu (Japan), or China
itself!
2

For ten years he had begged the kings
of Portugal and Spain to finance this
fantastic mission: to sail westward across
the Atlantic, in hope of reaching the
Orient, that treasury of the gold, jewels,
perfumes, silks which crawled to Europe
in caravans. He even carried (what
optimism!) a letter to the Grand Khan,
Kubla, whose dynasty had been
overthrown a hundred years before…For
the thousandth time, he strained his eyes
for some sight of shore. His instruments
were so crude that he could only guess at
speed and distance; he was following the
flight of birds. But where, O God, was
land?
3

The late moon rose. And at 2 a.m.,
October 12, 1492, a lookout shouted,
“Tierra!” At dawn, they probed the reef
and landed on a coral beach. “And all
having rendered thanks to our Lord,
kneeling on the ground, embracing it with
tears of joy…the Admiral rose and gave
this island the name San Salvador (Holy
Saviour).”
4

He was an arresting figure, this
“Admiral: tall, blue-eyed, blondish-red of
hair. He had that sense of his own
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importance which is the essence of
command. Mystery still attends him: Born
Cristoforo Colombo, he had called himself
Cristóbal Colon in Portugal, Coloma in
Spain, then Colón, by which half the world
still knows him. He was a weaver’s son,
yet dropped grandiose hints about a family
coat of arms. He had sailed to England
and, possibly, Greenland and Iceland. He
was a passionate Catholic, forever fasting,
praying, penitent -- but his forebears were
probably Jewish. He spoke a Genoese
dialect most Italians could not understand.
He could not read or write until his twenties (when he arrived in Portugal -- by
swimming ashore from a ship sunk in
battle); then he devoured Marco Polo’s
romancings and Cardinal d’Ailly’s Imago
Mundi -- especially the idea that the earth
is round.
5

He was a mass of contradictions. He
was magnanimous; he was mean. He was
proud; he was petty. He was humble, vain,
generous, jealous, morbidly thin-skinned.
He was a prude who tolerated no profanity
(not even among his sailors!), but he had a
mistress and an illegitimate son. He
endured frightful hurricanes with
surpassing courage; he wallowed in selfpity for minor misfortunes. He was driven
by a dream of converting the heathen to
Christianity; he was blinded by a mania for
fame. He treated the natives (who thought
the pale men in shining armor had come
down from the sky) with great gentleness;
then he let the Spaniards hunt them down
with vicious hounds and horses, (the first
the “Indios” had ever seen) and slaughter
them by the hundreds. He was, the first
missionary-colonist in America -- and the
first to take slaves. He wrote beautiful
prose, but with wayward spelling and no
punctuation. He was a matchless mariner
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and a wretched administrator. He was so
mad with a sense of mission that he
insisted that Cuba was Marco Polo’s
“Mangi,” Haiti the land of Sheba,
Venezuela the Garden of Eden!
6

He had a rare flair for drama; he
organized flamboyant processions in
Spain, dressing his “Indios” in feathers and
ornaments, making them carry parrots in
cages, and sent trumpeters ahead to bring
out the crowds. When the Jamaicans
refused to give him food, he consulted an
almanac and announced that God would
punish them by blotting out the moon!
When the eclipse came, the Indians went
wild with terror; and he calmly retired to
his cabin, emerging only when he knew
the eclipse was due to end, saying he had
intervened with God -- and the shadow
moved from the face of the moon.
7

He brought Europe its first hammock,
its first corn, sweet potato, yam. He was
the first white man to describe that strange
narcotic weed which, when smoked, was
to give men more pleasure than any gold
he could have found. On his second
voyage, he was the proud commander of
17 ships and 1500 colonists. On his third
voyage, he fell cat’s-paw to the king’s
governor, who shipped him back to Spain
in chains, and for six weeks he rotted in
Seville, pleading for justice, before the
chains were removed. He always kept
them in his chamber to underline his
bitterness.
8

At the height of his glory, he was
acclaimed “Very Magnificent Admiral of
the Ocean Sea”; after his last
“unsuccessful” voyage (no gold, no jewels,
no silks, no spices), he was reviled as
“Admiral of the Mosquitoes.” He kept
crying that he had discovered another
world, but in one of history’s cruelest
ironies, the immense double continent he
found was named not after him, but after
another Italian navigator, Amerigo
Vespucci.
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This lonely, harassed, invincible
megalomaniac made four astounding
voyages -- unparalleled for adventure and
significance. He discovered the Bahamas,
Cuba, Puerto Rico, Haiti and Santo
Domingo, Jamaica, Panama, the Virgin
Isles, the mouth of the Orinoco -- without
grasping the full importance of what he
had achieved. He even came within 30
miles of the Pacific no European so much
as dreamed existed.
10

He did not know that he had opened
the greatest chapter in history; nor that he
had doubled Christendom’s empire after
the disastrous Crusades had left the West
shamed before Islam’s triumphant infidels.
He presented the restless, imaginative and
insatiable white race with greater lands,
and riches and prospects than any
conqueror who ever lived. He did more
than revolutionize geography; he flung the
old world into a golden age. He changed
more than the map of the world; he
galvanized thought by enlarging its
horizons.
11

In his last years, plagued by malaria
and gout, he often raved in delirium that
God’s voice told him He had done as
much for him as for Moses and David. He
had neither friends nor defenders now.
Hated by the colonists, despised by the
Spaniards, “I have reached the point where
there is no man so vile but thinks it his
right to insult me.” He donned rough
monk’s habit, wandered from one
monastery to another and tormented
himself by forever asking why God was
tormenting him.
12

No person of consequence was
present at his deathbed. He demanded that
his chains be buried with him, willed his
money to “the conquest of Jerusalem” and
summoned a priest. His last words were:
“Into Thy hands, O Lord, I commit my
spirit.” The official chronicles did not even
mention his death.
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D.I.D.L.S. A mnemonic for literary analysis

Diction: the denotative and connotative meanings of words What words does the author
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

choose? Consider his/her word choice compared to another. Why did the author
choose that particular word? What are the connotations of that word choice?
different words for the same thing often suggest different attitudes (happy vs. content
vs. ecstatic)
denotative vs. connotative (dead vs. passed away)
concrete vs. abstract (able to perceive with 5 senses, tangible, vs. an idea or concept
that exists in one’s mind, intangible)
monosyllabic vs. polysyllabic (Cats eat meat; felines are carnivorous animals.)
simple vs. ornate
positive vs. negative (slender vs. skinny, determined vs. stubborn)
colloquial / informal / formal / technical
cacophonous vs. euphonious (e.g., harsh sounding, raucous, croak or pleasant
sounding, languid, murmur)

•

Images: Vivid appeals to understanding through the five senses – sight, sound, touch,
taste, smell. (What images does the author use? What does he/she focus on in a
sensory way? How do the kinds of images the author puts in or leaves out reflect
his/her style? Are they vibrant? Prominent? Plain? (NOTE: Images differ from detail in
the degree to which they appeal to the senses. A farmer and a real estate developer
would use different imagery to describe the same piece of land. Imagery would differ in
a romantic vs. realistic description of the countryside.)

Details: Facts that are included or those that are omitted. What details does the author
choose to include? What do they imply? What does the author choose to exclude?
What are the connotations of the choice of details? (NOTE: Details are facts or factlets. They differ from images in that they don’t have a strong sensory appeal. Hard
Copy vs. CNN vs. NPR)

Language: The overall use of language such as formal, clinical, informal, slang What is
the overall impression of the language the author uses? Does it reflect education? A
particular profession? Intelligence? Is it plain? Ornate? Simple? Clear? Figurative?
Poetic? Make sure you don’t skip this step. Ambassador will speak differently than a
cop or a kid.

Sentence Structure: How the author’s use of sentence structure affects the reader
What are the sentences like? Are they simple with one or two clauses? Do they have
multiple phrases? Are they choppy? Flowing? Sinuous like a snake? Is there
antithesis, chiasmus, parallel construction? What emotional impression do they leave?
If we are talking about poetry, what is the meter? Is there a rhyme scheme? Long
flowing sentences give us a different feeling than short choppy ones. If the narrator
has awkward sentence structure, we night think he is uneducated or fearful.
Sophisticated mature sentences might suggest artistic creativity.

So What?
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Anecdote, Imagery, Epiphany, and Rant: Voice in the Essay
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