Show; Don’t Tell
By Sandy Asher

  Have you ever gotten so caught up in a terrific book, you began to think the world inside that book was the real one?  If, in the middle of your reading, someone called your name, it took you by surprise.  Maybe even you jumped up, wondering where you were and what you were supposed to be doing.  At the very least, it took you a few seconds to figure out that THIS was the real world, and the one you were reading about was not.  

    How do writers pull us into their imagined worlds like that?  Is it a trick?  You could call it that.  Or you could call it a technique, a part of the writer’s craft.  Either way, it’s no secret.  The technique is nicknamed SDT.  Sounds like a bug spray, doesn’t it?  It isn’t.  SDT means “Show; don’t tell.”

    Suppose someone invites you to dinner.  “Oh, you’re going to love what we’re having!” that person tells you.  “It’s the best dish in the world.”

    Well, you know there will be some kind of food, and your host is excited about it, but what will it be?  Are you going to love it just because your host said you would?  Or are you going to wait and see what actually gets served?

    Some people love caviar – salty fish eggs.

   Some people love raw hamburger meat.  It’s called steak tartare, and it’s served with a raw egg on top.

    Some people love seaweed.

    And some don’t.

    Saying “It’s the best dish in the world” is TELLING.  Putting that dish right out there on the table is SHOWING.  It’s the same whether you cook or write.

ACTION
   Action is one way of showing rather than telling.  It brings a scene to life right in front of your reader’s eyes.  

    Look at this “telling” sentence:
    She was angry.

    Does it make you see anything?
    No, there’s nothing to see.  Somewhere, someone is angry, and we’ve been told about it.  So what?

    But look at this “showing” scene:
    She kicked open the screen door, letting it slam against the porch wall as she dashed outside.  Down the steps and into the yard she flew.  Grabbing the first rock in her path, she hurled it back towards the house.  It crashed through the living room window with an explosion of shattered glass.

    Now you can see!  Not once in that paragraph did I use the word “anger,” but you knew that’s what it was because you were right there watching it happen.

DIALOGUE
    Dialogue is another way of showing. 

    Listen to this:
    Dad and I disagreed about everything.  We were always arguing.

    Hear anything?
    Nope.  Whatever those two are arguing about is too far away.  We’re all familiar with fathers, and we’ve been in an argument or two.  But we really don’t know what’s going on here, so it’s hard to feel sympathetic.

    Listen again:
   “Dad, I can handle it,” I said.  “Ten hours a week at a job is just a couple of hours a day.”

    Dad put down his coffee cup and glared at me.  “I said no job, Steve,” he insisted.  “You have your whole life to work.  Or bum around with a band, if that’s what you want to do.  Right now, you study.”

    “I do study,” I told him.  “And I will study.  I promise I won’t let my grades slip.  But that band is starting up now.  I need that new snare drum now.  I’m not even asking you to buy it for me.  All I want is(”

    Dad’s fist hit the tabletop.  “No job!” he shouted.  “And no band!  School comes first.  And that’s that!”

    Hear anything now?  I should think so!  You’ve got a front row seat.  And you have a clear picture of when and how these two argue and what about.

SENSORY IMAGES
    Sensory Images are a third way of showing.

    Picture this:
    Her room was a mess.

    Mean anything to you?

   Well, maybe.  Most of us can picture a messy room.  The trouble is the messy room I was thinking of when I wrote that sentence is not the same one you thought of when you read it.

    Who’s fault is that?  Mine.  I TOLD you about a messy room.  I didn’t show you which one I meant.

    So, picture this:
    The needle stuck, trapping Bruce Springsteen in midshout, a kind of “wuh-huh, wuh-huh, wuh-huh” sound.  On and on it went.  Rick pounded on the wall and called his sister’s name, but nothing stopped it.

    He tried the doorknob.  At first the door wouldn’t budge.  He pushed harder and managed to inch it forward.  Peering through the crack, he realized a mound of jeans and tattered sweatshirts had formed a barricade holding the door shut.  He could smell them, and sneakers too, the unmistakable aroma of locker room sweat. 

    Shoulder to the task now, he managed to work his way inside.  The spicy aroma of pepperoni pizza rose above the sneakers to tickle his nose and tongue.  A cardboard box, empty except for a sprinkling of crumbs, lay atop a tangle of blankets on the bed.

    Rick picked his way over the smelly clothes, a tennis racket, and a gaping gym bag.  Edging around the dresser, he whacked his shin on an open drawer.   But the rest was easy.  Only a few textbooks, pencils, a calculator, and wads of notebook paper lay between him and the stereo in the corner.  He set Bruce free.

    “Peggy?” he whispered into the sudden silence.  “Peggy, are you in here?” No answer.  It’s finally happened, he thought.  The mess has swallowed her up whole. 

   Now you’re right where I want you, inside the exact room I wanted to SHOW you.. How did I get you there?  I invited you in by each of your five senses:

sight



sound


taste


touch


smell

    Yes, it takes more words, more time, and more effort, but the results are worth it, don’t you think?  And if your stories seem to end almost as soon as they’ve begun, SDT could be the cure.  What you’ve jotted down may be an outline, the telling of the story; you need to develop that outline by showing it, scene by living scene.

    We experience the real world through our five senses, and we experience fictional worlds in the exact same way.  The more a writer helps us see, hear, taste, touch, and smell an imagined world, the more real that world becomes. 

    ACTION is one way to engage the mind’s eye.  Getting characters to DO something sets a kind of movie rolling in the reader’s head.  But fiction appeals to the sense of sight through  DESCRIPTION as well: the shimmer of heat rising off the highway, the jagged contours of a seascape, the blue of a baby’s eyes.

    DIALOGUE appeals to an internal ear.  And so do many other sounds:  chimes at midnight, a knock on the door, footsteps echoing in a stairwell.

    We’ll deal further with description and dialogue in upcoming issues, so for now, let’s concentrate on action.  Here are a few ways to bring more of it into your stories.
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A.  This is a list of common, every day actions:


a wink


a shrug


a sneer


a tapping foot


an elbow nudge


biting one’s lip


a wave of the hand


a pat on the back


holding hands


a slap


a jump

   A wink might mean a secret is passing between two people.  Or it might mean the winker has something in his eye.  What else could a wink show?

   A pat on the back might encourage someone to try harder.  Or it might save someone from choking to death.  What else?

   Think of as many different ways as you can that each of these actions cold be used to SHOW something.  Then add other actions to your list and come up with uses for them. Don’t stop with the first thing that comes to mind.  Keep looking for more and more ways to put those actions to work.

B.  Now here’s a list of common everyday feelings:
 


love


grief


anger

fear


jealousy


joy


boredom

    What actions do people use to SHOW these feelings?  What actions might you use if you were in a play and had to show the audience how your character felt without speaking?

    Make a list of actions for each emotion.  Think of both common and uncommon actions.  We’ve already seen “throwing rocks” as a way of showing anger, but some people burst into tears when they’re angry.  Make as long a list for each emotion as you can, then list other emotions and do the same for them.

    Now when you find yourself writing a “telling” statement like “She was angry”, you can find ways to SHOW your readers exactly what you mean. 

C.  Try bringing some of the following dull examples of “telling” to life by showing one or more characters in action.  Use dialogue and sensory images as well, if you feel they’re appropriate, but make sure your characters are physically involved, doing something the reader can watch on that mental movie screen.


1. He really loves basketball.


2. The kid was a brat.


3. Nothing I did went right.


4. He’s always showing off.


5. They ate like pigs.
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    SDT has obvious advantages for your readers, but there’s a subtle pay-off for you, the writer, as well.  Bringing your characters and their world to life with action, dialogue, and sensory images helps to get the story written.  

    Say “She was angry” and the burden of figuring out what to write next is entirely on you.  But you have her heave a rock  though a window and her ACTION is bound to bring on a number of REACTIONS(from the rock thrower herself, from the window owner, from neighbors, maybe from the police.  All you have to do is watch, choose, and write down what happens(and THAT action will lead you to the next.

   The same goes for dialogue.  If someone speaks, someone else will answer, and the first person (or a third person) will have something to say about that.  Often when I’m stuck somewhere on a story, I’ll just let the characters talk to each other(about anything at all.  If I listen long enough, they eventually reveal the next turn of the plot. 

    Sensory images also hold clues for the writer.  When I began that messy room scene, all I wanted was an example of how sensory images might be used.  I had no idea that Peggy was an athlete (the gym gear) or that she was having trouble with math (the calculator and the crumpled notebook pages).  Nor did I know she was missing.  All that was revealed to me as I created images to write down for you!

    Well, how DID she get out of that room?  Did she run away?  Was she abducted by aliens?  There’s a story in that detailed heap of stuff, one you’d never notice in the vague “Her room was a mess.”

    Action, dialogue, sensory images.  Open up those fictional worlds, for yourself and for your readers. 

Show; Don’t Tell!
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