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Unit 1 Writing about People
A5

Composition Focus: Appearance Description

Introduction

In literary writing, to describe people is one of the most commonplace skills.
Personal description may include physical, emotional, intellectual, moral and

habitual attributes.

Sample Text 1

He was a man of between sixty and seventy. From a little distance he had the
bland aspect of a philanthropist. His slightly bald head, his domed forehead, the
smiling mouth that displayed a very white set of false teeth, all seemed to speak of
a benevolent personality. Only the eyes belied this assumption. They were small,
deep set and crafty. Not only that. As the man, making some remark to his young
companion, glanced across the room, his gaze stopped on Poirot for a moment,
and just for that second there was a strange malevolence, and unnatural tensity in
the glance. For the second time, Poirot studied that unprepossessing face, noting
the false benevolence of the brow and the small, cruel eyes. Then he rose. “Pay
the bill, Hector,” he said. His voice was slightly husky in tone. It had a queer, soft,

dangerous quality.
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Hercule Poirot was a moment before replying.

“When he passed me in the restaurant,” he said at last, “I had a curious
impression. It was as though a wild animal — an animal savage, but savage! You
understand — had passed me by... The body — the cage — is everything of the
most respectable — but through the bars, the wild animal looks out.” (Quoted from

Christie, 1994: 22)

Exercise for Useful Vocabulary from Sample Text 1

Directions: Match the following English expressions with their Chinese equivalents.

philanthropist adj. RBFIAN, RILYEEY

a man of n 2%, BR&

domed adj. X FFALEy; FEH

benevolent n %Ik, BIKEM

crafty adj. FREg; B

malevolence n AER

tensity adj. % &0, 1=#&W, REIFHR
unprepossessing adj. BAEHY, BEe; 3406, 358
husky adj. 5, FIRWE

savage — AN HEgA

| Sample Text 2 |

Scarlet O’Hara was not beautiful, but men seldom realized it when caught
by her charm as the Tarleton twins were. In her face were too sharply blended the
delicate features of her mother, a Coast aristocrat of French descent, and the heavy
ones of her florid Irish father. But it was an arresting face, pointed of chin, square
of jaw. Her eyes were pale green without a touch of hazel, starred with bristly black
lashes and slightly tilted at the ends. Above them, her thick black brows slanted

upward, cutting a startling oblique line in her magnolia-white shin ... Her manners
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had been imposed upon her by her mother’s gentle admonitions and the sterner

discipline of her mammy: her eyes were her own. (Quoted from Mitchell, 1980: 3)

Exercise for Useful Vocabulary from Sample Text 2

Directions: Match the following English expressions with their Chinese equivalents.

delicate vt. & vi. (1£) W4t; Hie; e T
aristocrat adj. #89; REXAEWG; HTHRAH
descent n A, W B

pointed v AT, R FEAT; dEBRART
tilt n. %%

slant n[#] KZ;, KRZER,; aé
oblique vt. & vi. (&) M4}, AT

magnolia n. f%; Tl M4t

impose adj. K#y, ReLeh; HART 5%
admonition adj. E3549; Fimth; HEH

Notes and Explanations [

1. In describing a person, you are likely to include how he looks like, such as
his physical appearance, dress, behavior, words and voice, as well as his actions and
feelings, etc.

The following areas may form part of a personal description:

A. physical attributes such as hair, eyes, complexion, facial features, height,

gesture, dress, etc.

B. emotional, intellectual, and moral attributes, such as nervous, perceptive,

intelligent, trustworthy, greedy, etc.

C. habitual attributes, such as opinions and expressions

2. In describing a person, details of the physical appearance is necessary but
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not sufficient enough in many cases. You may as well show your audience or readers
the characteristics, feelings, thoughts, attitudes, and the background of the person,
which may be displayed in what the person does and says. Besides, it is possible for
you to reveal the character of a person in how other people think of or treat him or

her, and what impression other people have upon him or her.

3. Remarks given by other people contribute to the description of a person.
For example, in Sample 1, the man’s false benevolence is revealed through
the description of his appearance, words, behavior and voice, as well as by others’

impression upon him: “wild” and “a savage animal in the cage”.

4. To describe a person impressively requires sorting out his or her uniqueness
which distinguishes this person from all others. In other words, to describe a
person does not necessarily mean including every minute detail; rather, one or two
peculiarities of this person can often leave a deep impression upon the audience or

readers.

Instructions for Students’ Writing

1. Descriptive essay can be a portrait of a person, a place, an object, or a scene.
To work out a vivid description, you need to employ as much senses as possible,
such as sight, taste, hearing, smell, and touch. It is especially necessary in object
and place description. For example, to describe a cup may include its color, size,
shape, and touch. Different senses bring about various sensory impressions to make
what is described true to life.

eg

The round-faced man went through the door on his short, stumpy
legs. His long wavy hair was an extraordinary red-brown color. His eyes

were rather deep-set and light-blue. How square and set his jaw was!

e 4.
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How broad his shoulders! Only his long, delicate, restless fingers modified

this impression of determination.

2. Whatever to be described, the dominant feature is always the focus of
description. Besides, while revealing the most distinctive characteristic of a person,
a place, an object, and a scene, you may create a feeling or mood what is described
can incite. Therefore, you should decide before writing what effect your description

should achieve, and choose the relevant information and delete the irrelevant.

Writing Strategy

Sentence Combination

Sentences need to be combined to avoid monotony and to indicate relationships
between ideas. The following is ways to combine ideas.
1. Prepositional phrases to combine ideas.

(1) instead of

eg.

We had some burger and salad instead of a full meal.

Instead of becoming happy, he was totally surprised when hearing the news
that he was promoted.

(2) besides

eg.

1 have my mother to take care of in my spare time besides the homework.

Besides cancer, smoking can lead to other diseases.

(3) because of /due to

e.g.

My flight to New York was cancelled because of / due to the bad weather.

The plan failed at last because of / due to lack of general agreement among



members.

(4) thanks to

e.g.

Thanks to your support, I have finally fulfilled my task.

Thanks to your wise suggestion, our work can go smoothly.

(5) despite / in spite of

e.g.

Inspite of the fact that the work was hard and time-consuming, he never
thought of giving it up.

Despite his advancing age, he is still active in the field of science.

(6) contrary to

e.g.

Contrary to the popular belief, he was strong both physically and mentally.

Contrary to our expectation, our team lost the game in the last round.

(7) with

e.g.

He is a man with no sense of humor.

He looked at me with deep surprise.

2. Showing relationship between ideas.

(1) Relationship expressions to show cause and effect

A. adverb clause words
because as / so long as since inasmuch as
now that so (that) as

B. transitions
therefore consequently

C. conjunctions

SO for
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D. prepositions
because of due to
(2) Relationship expressions to show opposition
A. adverbial expressions
even though whereas although while though
B. transitions
nevertheless nonetheless however on the other hand
C. conjunctions
but (...anyway) yet (...still)
D. prepositional expressions
despite in spite of
(3) Relationship expressions to show condition
A. adverbial expressions
if unless only if evenif  whether or not
provided (that) providing (that) in case (that) in the event (that)

B. transitions
otherwise
C. conjunctions
or (else)
D. prepositional expressions

in case of in the event of

Exercises for Writing Strategy

1. Combine the two sentences together with prepositional phrases.
(1) He did not fulfill the task himself.
He asked his friend to do it.
(2) This factory produces cheaper cars.

This factory produces better ones.



(3) Most reptiles have a menacing appearance.
They are not really vicious if they are left alone.
(4) New medicine has been invented.
Many more diseases have been cured.
(5) It is a popular belief that leprosy is a thing of the past.

There are at least 12 million leprosy victims in the world today.

2. Combine the sentences together in whatever types of transitions,
conjunctions, prepositional phrases, or adverbial expressions.
(1) He approached the island.
He noticed a row of newly built houses.
An old man was sitting in front of a house.
(2) He has got a credit card.
He began to spend money carelessly.
(3) We have considered everything.
We forgot New York is the world’s most exciting city.
(4) Physics is offered only in the daytime.
Chemistry can be taken at night.
(5) The man staggered down the stairway.
The man was drunk.
The man was accompanied by a handsome young man.
The young man was neatly dressed.
(6) He is an excellent student.
He is a promising candidate for the Students’ Union.
He is applying for a scholarship of a renowned university.
He has not indicated his shortcomings in the application.
(7) One cheats on tests repeatedly.
To cheat on tests is against the regulation.

To cheat on tests is risky.



