Ex 1-3a Showing and Telling (Redo)     Your Name:

To review Showing and Telling, see http://jerz.setonhill.edu/writing/creative/showing.htm
This document is several pages long, but the only one you need to print out and turn in is the first two pages. Read the whole document before starting the exercises below.
Soon after her husband disappeared, Janice met the first four FBI agents at the door.  They stood in crisp formation, like gingerbread men on a tray. Every eight hours, a government truck would deliver a fresh batch.  On the third day,  Agent Madison appeared. His tie was askew, and his shoes were muddy.  When he smiled and took her hand, Janice saw his eyes were bloodshot. He led her over to the couch, asked if she wanted a glass of water, and took a deep breath.
1) What does the above SHOW?  (One idea -- consider that line "on the third day". That's one possibility.)

2) Revise the above scene to remove the SHOWING and replace it with TELLING. Remove all the specific details that let the reader deduce what is going on, and replace them with statements that announce the main points.  (For instance, the sameness of the agents and the passage of time SHOW what a less imaginative passage would TELL: "Janice got tired of the long parade of identical agents.")

3) What does Agent Madison say, and how will it affect the story?  TELL me what you think Madison will stay, TELL me how Janice reacts, and TELL me how this detail is important to the story.

4) Now, as before I want you to TELL me what Madison says and does (Does he clear his throat?  Fidget? Start to deliver a rehearsed speech?  Bark orders at the other agents?).  TELL me his exact words… but SHOW me how Janice reacts, and SHOW me how this detail will advance the story.
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5a) Write a few paragraphs that SHOW something important. 

5b) TELL me what important story elements that you SHOWED with specific examples in 5a.

6a) Quote a passage from your own writing that TELLS.

6b) Demonstrate your ability to revise it in order to SHOW.

Bonus (over)
Write a short dialog (quoted speech) that SHOWS two people are pretending to get along so that a third person will think everything is OK between them.  But convey this by SHOWING, not TELLING. Demonstrate your ability to punctuate quoted speech properly.  See:  http://members.aol.com/sockii/punctuation.html
More on Showing and Telling

When an author uses specific examples and vivid details to SHOW, the author is not choosing random details just because their writing instructor once told them to that make up good SHOWING are not there for their own sake – they are intended to be clues for the reader to figure out something important.

An author carefully chooses each and every detail. Nothing is irrelevant or random, because every detail in the story has been carefully chosen, either because it TELLS action that the reader needs to understand up front, or because it SHOWS something important that the reader needs to be able to figure out.  

All the FBI agents wore dark suits and white shirts with crisp collars, and they often raised their hands to their faces in order to mutter into the little black wires running up their sleeves.  They all looked and sounded alike, so that Janice could never quite figure out how many there were.
The above is pretty dry TELLING.  I could describe the shirts in more detail, or describe how they walked or mention their sunglasses or the cords going up to their earpieces, but why bother?  If your point is to conjure up the image of a stereotypical FBI agent, you can do that without going into any detail. 

Soon after her husband vanished, Janice met the first FBI agents at the door.  They stood in crisp formation, like gingerbread men on a tray. Every eight hours, a government truck delivered a fresh batch. 
The above SHOWS that Janice thinks the agents are stiff and impersonal, but also there's the sense that they are fragile and consumable -- as if the government could just produce more agents at a whim, which hints that the government might not think that the disappearance of Janice's husband is that big a deal.  

From just the three lines quoted above, it's not clear what the author is doing by comparing the agents to cookies. Notice that the passage does NOT come right out and say "Janice doubted that the fragile, expendable agents would be tough enough to crack the case" or "Janice was comforted by the thought that the government had a seemingly endless supply of agents to help crack solve the case."  

But if the details are well-chosen, we'll keep reading.   Let's imagine a character described this way:

His tie was askew, and his shoes were muddy.

The line makes two very plain assertions (TELLING). Let's try adding some more details.
His blue tie was knotted too far over to the right side of his neck, and there were several large clods of watery, brown mud spattered across the tops and sides of his dress shoes.

Okay, there are lots of details. But how does a "blue tie" help us to get to know a character?

· If the tie were silk, we could guess it was expensive (which might hint at the character's socio-economic class, or the importance of wardrobe in his life, or his attitude about this particular occasion).
· Blue can be the color of clear skies and fresh water, but it's also a cold, generic business color that could signal the character's willingness to conform. The color blue all by itself has no reliable meaning – but in connection with other details in the story, the reader can construct a meaning. (What if the tie were pink, or it if bore the face of Daffy Duck? Then we'd learn something about the character.)

What about the shoes?

· A tie and dress shoes pretty much go together.

· The crooked tie and the muddy shoes also seem to go together, might mean "He is a slob" or "He has been working unusually hard."  (But either one might be sufficient by itself.)

· An alert reader will look for meaning in any detail.  If the shoes are Birkenstocks, or cowboy boots, or fuzzy house slippers, they might SHOW us something about the character.

· If this were a detective story, perhaps the color and consistency of the mud might be a clue to where the character has been and what he has been doing.

What are some possible conclusions we can draw about a character with an uneven tie and muddy shoes?  That depends on the context. 

Scenario: The character has just arrived for a job interview.

Telling: His tie was askew, and his shoes were muddy.

Showing: The detail about the tie and muddy shows SHOWS that he does not look like he is taking the job very seriously. (Perhaps.)
Scenario: On the way to a job interview, the character stopped to push an old lady's car out of a ditch.

Telling: His tie was askew, and his shoes were muddy.

Showing:  In this case, the same simple details SHOW something else – he is a generous person who might be too naïve to realize that his act of charity might make him look unprofessional.

Scenario: The protagonist has lost his job and his apartment, and has been living on the street for two weeks. This version of the story has no job interview – our protagonist is outside a homeless shelter.
Telling: His tie was askew, and his shoes were muddy.

Showing:  Under this scenario, the very same details SHOW that he seems to be clinging to the hope of returning to the working world. Why else would he keep his tie?
So… when you SHOW, you should first know what you want to TELL.  

Story: A businessman becomes infatuated with a woman he meets on the subway. Believing that she is the one for him, he follows her, only to find out that she heads for a bridge where people are known to commit suicide. Thinking that she is about to jump, he tries to tackle her (this is a choice that has moral consequences). It turns out that she had already noticed him following her, and she had called 911 a few minutes ago.  The cops arrive just in time to see them struggling. They're about to arrest him for assaulting her, when they learn she has a history of attempting suicide, so they're about to let him go and take her into custody instead. (Now for the climax.)  Fearing he may never see her again, our protagonist has to decide – will he keep his mouth shut and lose his one chance to tell this woman he loves her, or will he declare his love in front of the cops and risk looking like a stalker?
What you might tell the reader: Bill lives in a fancy upscale apartment. He has a good job.

What you want the reader to figure out:  Bill is lonely. (You should SHOW this.)

Bland telling to avoid: "Bill was very lonely."

Detailed telling to avoid: "After so many nights alone, the unattached Bill could hardly bear living with the constant throbbing of loneliness that chewed away at his heart."  (This passage simply announces Bill's feelings.)

Something else you want the reader to figure out: Bill never takes risks. (You should SHOW this.)
Bland telling to avoid: "Throughout his life, Bill always chose the safe path the he knew well, rather than trying something new. He never did anything crazy."

Things that risk-averse people do: Eat vanilla ice cream. Close their blinds when they watch an R-rated movie. Carry an extra cell-phone battery and the charger, just in case their current battery dies. Carry notebooks in which they write down important things so they won't forget them. Walk all the way up to the corner, wait for the crossing light, then walk all the way back down the street in order to enter the subway station right across the street from their apartment. Make a mental note of every fire extinguisher or emergency exit they encounter on their way to and from work.  (Use a small number of these details – not every one you can think of, just the best ones. Perhaps our protagonist notices the woman because, in a moment of boredom, she tries to read the label on a fire extinguisher. That's what makes our protagonist feel she's his soulmate.)

SHOW details to help your reader figure out important stuff:  Rather than unleashing a flood of adjectives to describe the carpet in the man's apartment, or the shape of the bump on his left temple, or the smell of the food in his kitchen, or any other random detail, choose something central to the story – perhaps, whatever it is that motivates the man to leave the apartment today, and whatever it is that makes him change that pattern today. (Is he turning 40? Did today's mail include an invitation to the wedding of an old friend he thought was a confirmed old bachelor?)


Go ahead and TELL what the character does. "He ate his usual Friday night feast – a plate of cold chicken, about ¾ cup of instant rice, and two scoops of vanilla ice cream. While reaching for the remote, he knocked over his can of ginger ale. Fortunately, he hadn't opened it yet, so he just put it back into the fridge."  
How can the right details SHOW? The man's tastes are quite plain, and – more important – the brief reference to the TV remote clues us in that he has nobody to eat with; putting away the soda he dropped SHOWS us that, rather than take the chance it will make a mess, he chooses to do without something he likes.  
Trust your SHOWING to do its job. Do NOT announce the significance of the details you chose to show:  "Every night, Bill went through the same lonely routine."  Do NOT follow up this scene with "The unopened can of soda -- full of pressure and ready to burst – symbolized his life."
