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furthennore or in fact, is one way to increase coherence; d second
rnethod is repeating key words from the encl of the previous paragraph,
as this writer does rvith Hollytuood and technolog,y. Always rntrke sure
that your reader can follow a logical transition from one paragraph to
the next.

I NTRODUCTORY PARAG RAPHS

Marry of us-like Alr,y Singer, who in Annie Hall (1977) refuses to enter a
movie even a few rninutes late-know horv important a beginning is. Al-
though many Hollywood films settle quickly into mediocre stories and
styles, the first ten rninutes can provide the most captivating and innova-
tive sequence of the entire experience (rvhich is a 'nvav of keeping you in
your seat). Beginnings are crucial to any presentation, and no mtrtter how
long your essay will be, getting that first partrgraph right could be the
rnost important revision of your essay.

An essay must hold a reacler's interest if it ls to cornrnunicate infbr-
mation or make a point, and the introductory paragraph is where that
interest should first be piqued, Starting your paper with a string of corn-
rnonplaces-that Frank Capra wAS an Arnerrican director, that his fihns
were very popular, and so on-is not likely to encourage your reader to
continue reading. Even when a reader (say, your instructor) is obliged to
finish reading an essay with a dull beginning, that first paragraph creates
an expectation about your work. The first paragraph is the ideal place to
give your reader a clear sense of what your topic is and how you intend to
develop it: the thesis statetnent that tells exactly and specifically what is
the argurnent of the essay. Even in long and timbitious essays, thut direc-
tion is clearly announced as a signpost and provocertion {br tlie reaider:

In the late 1930s, public discussion about Holly'wood changed. Clergynen
in backwater towns could still raise a crowd by railing against sin on the
silver screen, and ludges ancl refornrers here ancl there continued to
rnaintain that rnor.'ies led impressionable youth to crinre. Arnong acade-
mics and in literary circles, however, and in the principal newspapers
and rnagazines, the moviernakers were regarded with considerably
l-nore respect, rnve and even enw, as the possessors of the power to cre-
ate the nation's myths and drearns. (Sklar 195)

The essay's title, "The Making of Cultural Myths: Walt Disney and Frank
Capra," catches the attention of r.nany readers rvho recognize both names
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ltut lvoulcl not necessarily place thern on colrrnon grouncl. As r,vitli all

good openings, holvever, the introcluctorv parugraph cl<tes not simply re-

stzrter that title ("This essay rvill cliscuss culturarl rnr,'th in tlie rttovies of'
\\/alt Disney and Frank Capra" ). hrsteacl. it introcluces its topic in terrl'ts

tlrirt zrre lnore general ancl, at the sarne tirt'rc', rnore concrete. Starting with

tr specific historictil re{'erence (the late t}rirties), the paragraph describes it

specific historictil transition in the clebate betrveen those who thclught the

rnovies \\,ere liivolous arid tl-rose who believed thev were an irnportant

cultural rnediurn. Witli that debate as a background, the paragraph
lnoves to its thesis about the B<tu'er of the rtrovies of Disnel' ancl Capra to

create social nty'ths.
NOTE: Whether you fbrmtrlate a title before you begin u'riting this

first paragraph or erfter vou huve finished a final clrtr{t, ah,vtrys tnrrke the ti-

tle an inftlrniative rucl enticing entry into vour first paragraph: It shcxrlcl

be broad enr>ugh to srrggest tlie scope of 1,11,,rt topic but specific enough to

get your rezrcler interested. "Cultrrral Myhs" wrlrlcl have hei:n ftrr too

general a title fbr tlie above exarnple; "Walt Disne'u' :rnd Frank Capra"
rvor,rlcl have been too quirly irncl uuclear,

An opening paragraph shtmld identify the ollect of sttrdy (here,

moviemakers of'the late thirties) and the topic the rvriter is fimsing orr
(here, history ttncl cultural rn'yths). Often, the fbcus is the anulvsis tlf tt pttr-
ticular filnr r>r part of a fihn. You czrn orgilnize a first paragraph by rnoving

frrtrn a gener:tl proposition to a specific sttrtetnent o{'your argurnent. Or,

as the last exarnple sh<trvs, you carl nlover fr<nn specific'examples to tt tnore
general (but not too qeneral!) thesis that rrrur paper u'ill tlel'elop.

Introducing a provocative cltrotation or a specific' irnage is otre uzity to

energize a first paragraph. Whatever rnethocl you use. vour aitn is to con-
vince your reacler imnrecliately that you huve sometliing wortlnvhile to

sAV, iln arrgument tlrat neecls airing, obsen'ittions that arer not retrclilv ap-

ptrrent. Althougli the rest of your paper will develop ancl expand.on these

first propclsiticlns, you shoulcl rnake very clear here rvliat your essay is

about and rvhat rnethod you r,r,ill use to investigate vour topic. If'yotr cont-

pose and fbcus tliis paragraph to fit the lerigth ancl lirnits of'your paper,
that paper rvill be rnuch earsier to r,vrite: Notliing is rnore cclrtnon and

more disastr<lus than ther massive thesis stitternent ("This is a study of'

Trffic 12000].") fbrrnulated u'hen a writer doubts he or she can fincl

enough to say about a rrlore narrowly fbcusecl topic.
In rnany ways, the first paragraph is the tnost dif ficult of the essa|; it

presurnes vou knorv pretty much where the trrgurnent is going, altliough

some conclusions are often urrivecl at in ther u,ritinfl itself. Although it is
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irnport;rnt to fbrnrulate un iritroductory parngraph in the first drtifi, vou
shcluld plan to reexamine trncl rewriter that paraeraph in a luter draft. At

that p<lirit, arn effbctive first paragraph r"'ill beconre rnuch e:tsier to r,vrite.

CONCLUDING PARAGRAPHS

For sorne stuclents, a popular strate.qy firr reuching a concltrsion is to

rephruse ther opening thesis in sliglitly difl'erent worcls ("Thus, I have

showr . ") This npproach, however, frequentlr/ seerns rnechanical ancl

cluil. A conclucling pirragrapli, like an openirlg paragraph. is best r,r,hen it

rniikes vour reuder attend to it, and to sit up and realize that sornething in-

terestirrg has been said tliat rnuv have implications beyoncl the ltouncls of

the essa,v. Sorne sunlrnury is n<lt ne'cersszrrilv a bacl iclea, especiallv whert zrn

arrgunrent hus been rr bit cornplicated or involvecl; even so, etrrlier icleas

sl-uxrld be retrieved not rrierely to rernind the reacler of what lias been saitl

but to enrpliilsize a finrtl point, as Dudlev Anclreu,'cloes in this cclnclttsion:

Tlrrrs, despite its apparerntly hennetic fonn, Dfun1 of u Courttnl Prie,st

siturrtes itself irr rr cosnric'operlness. lt is u filnr rvritten across the ptrges

o1'a notebook, r'et it is set in a fielcl o{'light and souncl. The concentra-

tion ar-rcl cliscipline of the tliarv allou'the cur6 tr-r trttain in his final hortrs

tr breaclth o{'soul erxplicitly nreasurecl trguinst his patheticallv liberal de-

{rrrckecl friencl. FIis rigorotrs instrurnent of sell-knorvlerclge-his u'riting-

l i i rs lrrouglrt  hirn into f ircrrs w.i th his inrage ancl,  thc'relorc' .  l ras rt t i tde It i r t t

one r.vith (lhrist. It is through a sinrilar tc'xtrral cliscipline, this tinre o1'

cinentatic style. that Bresson cirn irr the encl reac'lt lteyond cinertna ancl

lte' at clne r,vith hlr subject. rt novel. Ilv goine llevrncl cirtcrttit throtrglr

cirrerr-rir, he has achiervecl ir revoltrtion ir tlte etlrics artcl poterttiitl of

riclaptirtion; her has perfontrcd tr novel in sight ancl sottncl, rtot cttpturing

his subject so ntrrch as beconting i t .  ( l ;10)

flolclusirtns often atternpt tcl r,r'rerp up a cornplex trrguttrent too

neutlv, yet sr,veeping generalizations are ris\'. Sorne <lf tlier tnost effective

conclusiclns close 2rn elrgunlent within the rangc' of'tltat particular essrl\',

at the same tirne opening it to other cpestions.

In concluding a cliscussion of Leni lliefensttihl's fihns ancl pho-

tographic rvork, Richard Merrrn Berrsanr rnoves carefully fronr the specific

to the generrrl, referring to historical figures ancl titles, urrivitrg at sotue

definite conclusions about the r,vonan trnd her work vet mzrinttrirting
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a relatively balanced and open-rninded tone thzrt points the reader to-
ward other questions:

The Nuba fihn will be sirnilar to her other work because it will express
again the special world that has engaged her irnagination since she was
a child. Leni Rief-enstahl's world is a world apart, a world of crystal grot-
toes, of rnen who think they are supermen, of the hurnan body rnacle
godlike through fihn, of elite 'nvarriors on a dark and {breign plain. Tliis
world exists in {act, but it becomes in her imagination a very different
entity. Protected by her belye{'in that entity, whicli is, of course, her art,
Leni Rief'enstahl rentains apart from much of the everydav world. She
cannot understand why rnany people in that world will not accept her or
her legends; as she publishes her N'ba photographs (to sorne, a bold
and strihng act of penance), she thinks tliat these docurnents will show
her belief in rnan's lionesty, goodness, and oneness with nature. The
Nuba photograplis do show those aspects, of course, but they are pho-
tographs of a disappearing world. Fortunately for all rnanhnd, her pho-
tographs of Hitler represent anotlier worlcl tliat has disappeared, but
the world will not forget that she found it necessary, and perhaps even
advantageous, to make those pictures and to create the rnyths that in-
fnse Tr.irznryh o.f the will with its terrifving power. A truly enign-ratic
worrlan, Leni Riefenstahl fights against the legend that she has createcl
for herself, fights against it even as it encloses the finalyears of her li{'e.
Leni Rie{'enstahl is one witli her legend, inseparable frorn the world
that slie has Inacle. She has what every artist since Daedalus has
clrearned of, except tlie power to fall, to adrr-rit error, and to transcend
the fragile barrier that stands between art and life. (37)

Fttr stlme, the final rhetorical flourish here might seern a bit rnuch.
Conclusions and openings are always rnore rhetorical than otlrer para-
graphs, however, and whether or nclt they choose a rlore matter-ol-fact
tone, writers should strive to get as much out of their words as possible-
especially at the crucial points in an essay.

CHECKLIST FOR WRITING AN EFFECTIVE ESSAY

Each writer has personal rnethods and strategies. The following are some
summary guidelines, suggestions, and reminders:

l. Be prepared for a movie. Before you see a film, ask preliminary
questions about when and where it was made and abouf yo.r. o*rt
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expectations concerning it. Ask rvliich of'your other interests-technology,

aft, business-might point you in a goocl clirection u4ren rvriting about filrrt.

2. Leurn to look carefirlly at the rrxrvie and to take notes. Let your

generzrl, prelirninzrry questions becorne n-lore specific ancl concrete as you

respond to the movie. Wliat seenrs nrost irnportant in it? What seerns

rnost unustral tibout it?

3. Let yorrr rluestions lead you to er nranugerable topic that involves

botli the thernes of'the filrri ancl its technical and filrrnal fearttrres. A topic

like "The Search fbr Iclentitv in (lifl: en l(onc" is probably too large {br tr

slrort essay; tr rnuch rrore crtrnpellirrg topic rvrxrlcl be "Kane's Childhood:

The Beginnirig of ern Identity Crisis." The more concentratecl fbcus of thc:

sec<lncl topic rvill alkrrv you to exumine scerles uncl setptences in detail.

4. Trv to vierv the rnovie at least orte nlore tinie afier you herve cle-

ciclecl on a topic. Expancl your notes ut this point, filling in cletuils you

liav have nrisserl during your first scret'nitrg.

5. Keep clarifving your argumentl trzrnsf'er your notes to ar cotnputer

file (or note. carcls or a notebo<lk if you pref'er). Begin your argtln'rent with

a startement of'the problc'rn or rltrestirln vorr intencl to aclclress. Then, as-

sernble and luy cltrt the specific poirits of'vour cliscussion. using conc'rete

eviclence frorn the movie ancl yrxrr inter?rettrtion of it. Good essays usu-

allv prclceed fronr less clebatable thernatic points tcl rtrore crntplex p<tints

about stvle ancl technirlue. Rernembc,'r, yrnr zire preslrrning that the

reacler has seen the rnovie'but u'ill nee'cl to be conrrincecl of tlre poittt vou

u,ish to rntrke.

6. Many writers fincl it userful to sketch out ther organiztition of'an es-

say in outline filnn. Depending olr ivorlr habits and pref'erenc€]s, yottr out-

line nrarv be very complete ancl detailecl or ritther general and sketchy. If

you tencl to lul.e trouble rvith organizatiori ancl paragraphing, you u.ill

lr.'Ar)t to urake it as cornplete as possible. For erach section clf the outline,

you may even rvish to write firll sentences as heaclings; tlierse may later

becorne yclur topic senternces.

7. Begin to write. For rnuny prof'essiontrls as u,i:ll as stuclents, this is

the n-rost clifficult part ancl u'e all have too rliany u'avs to put it <lf f (taking

llorc'nr)tes, rvatching the rnovie tigain, clieckirrg )/our e-rniril, etc.). De-

lavs ckl not rnake tlie task any ea.sier. Creating an outline can help be-

cause it consists o{-actual rvriting, but rvlien it dcles not help enough, you

should write down yorrr ideas {i-eelv or randornly. Step back and imagine

explaining yclur topic to a friencl. Airn merelv to get soure sentences writ-

ten; you can re-sort and refine your ideas later.

B. As you rvrite, keep thinking about your subject, pushing your ideas

further. Most of us clon't hrorv exactlv wl-rat rve think about a complex
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subject until we start to articulate our thoughts. Writing itself becornes a dis-
covery process of whicl-r we should take full advantage. Check vour logic by
sketching un outline of whzrt you har,'e uryitten. Polish vour first paragrzrph
and conclusion. Consider some ltrrger rluestions about vour approach. Is it
rnainly liistorical or fonnerlisticP Are you interested in the cultural identity of
the filrnP If you are ernphasizing a particular method, clecide to r,r'l-rat cxtent
y)ur approach should be achrowledged earlv in your paper.

9. Regularly save and back up all your writing on your computer.
10. Revise; always revise. Allclrv as rnrrch tir.rre as possible between

your first draft and yotrr revision of it, pref'erablv a f'ew clays. No one
writes a perfect draft the first time, ancl rnost goocl writers go through
several drafts befbre they f'eel comfbrtable and sec'ure with an essav. I{'
you grow weelry, rernincl yourselfi Fihn scripts may be subjected to a
dozen rewrites befbre a director starts to fihn, and once the fihn is rnrrde,
its editing rnay becorne turother series of'rer.isions. The tirle von allorv
between your first draft irnd your revision should pennit 1'clu to look at
the essay with fresh eyes. Check vour logic, topic sentences, and tl'resis
statement (Does it still fit the paper you rvrcite?). Check to see that you

zrrgue and develop your thesis rather tl-ran rnerely assert it. Reacling
through the essay, watch fbr awkwtrrd expressions, poor trunsitions be-
tween sentences and paragraphs, and imprecise worcls. Are vour exam-
ples still relevant? Are your quotations accurateP I1'yorr huve time, put
the paper asicle ugain, ancl then do rlne last revision.

NOTtr: lt i,s uety irrtltoftant tlutt tlott reui,se ut least ottc clroft ort rt
lmrrl copq ratltcr tlmn directlq on tlrc conrynfier, ,since error:t ore eu,sirr fut
,spot tohen tlrc u;dtingis it't hard copu.

11. Print out u clean copy, fbllowing the guidelines about rna.rgins,
fbotnotes, and so on (see pp. 157-171). Be certuilr vou ure rrot breaking
or bending any rules trbout plagiarisrn (see pp. 160-167).

12. Proofreacl your final copl', and insert any necessalv correcticlns
(see pp. 158-159).

Exercises

1. Outline an argurnent fbr an essay using hetrdings and subhead-
ir-rgs for each section. Use firll topic sentences fbr the he:rclings.

2. Write three clifferent versions of an introductory paragraph so
that the thesis becomes more and mrlre specific with each version.


