Imagery & Concrete Detail
AP English Language

(from Voice Lessons by Nancy Dean)

Definition: sensory description. Imagery is description that is so vivid (so life-like) that you can see in your mind, hear it, smell it, touch it, or even taste it. Imagery depends on both diction and detail; an image’s success in producing a sensory experience results from the specificity of the author’s diction and choice of detail. On the AP English Language exam, concrete detail is used in much the same way as imagery. Use the two synonymously. Try working in some terms into your writing: visual imagery, auditory imagery, tactile imagery, gustatory imagery (taste), olfactory imagery (smell).
1. “She looked into the distance, and the old terror flamed up for an instant, then sank again. Edna heard her father’s voice and her sister Margaret’s. She heard the barking of an old dog that was chained to the sycamore tree. The spurs of the cavalry officer clanged as he walked across the porch. The was the hum of bees, and the musky odor of pinks filled the air.”

--Kate Chopin, The Awakening
· What sense does this passage appeal to (mostly)? What mood do these images create?

· The last sentence of this passage contains an olfactory image. After a series of auditory images, what effect does the olfactory image have on the reader?

· Apply: Write a short passage using auditory imagery and ending with an olfactory image. Create a sense of calm and peace.

2.  “And now nothing but drums, a battery of drums, the conga drums jamming out, in a descarga, and the drummers lifting their heads and shaking under some kind of spell. There's rain drums, like pitter-patter pitter-patter but a hundred times faster, and then slamming -the-door drums and dropping-the-bucket drums, kicking-the -car-fender drums. Then circus drums, then coconuts-falling-out-of-trees-and-thumping-against-the-ground drums, then lion-skin drums, the the-wacking-of-a-hand-against-a-wall drums, the-beating-of-a-pillow drums, heavy-stones-against-a-wall drums, then the-thickest-forest-tree-trunks-pounding drums, and then the-mountain-rumble drums, then the-little-birds-learning-to-fly drums and the-big-birds-alighting-on-a-rooftop-and-fanning-their -immense-wings drums.”
-- Oscar Hijuelos, The Mambo Kings Play Songs of Love

· Read the passage aloud. How does Hijuelos manipulate his auditory imagery?

· Name the other significant literary term he uses in this passage?

· How does Hijuelos’ syntax contribute to the auditory imagery?

3. There were some dirty places

And a glass of milk

Beside her on a small table

Near the rank, disheveled bed –

Wrinkled and nearly blind

She lay and snored

Rousing with anger in her tones

To cry for food.


--William Carlos Williams “The Last Words of my English Grandmother”

· Fill in the chart below with concrete images from the poem.

	Visual
	Olfactory
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	Gustatory

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


· Contrast the attitude toward the old woman in the two stanzas. How does it change? What images create this change in attitude?

4. “I sat on the stump of a tree at his feet, and below us stretched the land, the great expanse of the forests, somber under the sunshine, rolling like a sea, with glints of winding rivers, the grey spots of villages, and here and there a clearing, like an islet of light amongst the dark waves of continuous tree-tops. A brooding gloom lay over this vast and monotonous landscape; the light fell on it as if into an abyss. The land devoured the sunshine; only far off, along the coast, the empty ocean, smooth and polished within the faint haze, seemed to rise up into the sky in a wall of steel.”

--Joseph Conrad Lord Jim
	Images of Land
	Images of Sea

	
	


· What attitude toward the land and the sea do these images convey?

· How does Conrad’s use of light contribute to the images he evokes?

