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Welcome to Understanding Show Don't Tell (And Really Getting It)

Show, don’t tell is one of the most frustrating pieces of writing advice out there. It’s ambiguous, it changes depending on who you ask, and most of the time, no one tells you how to put that advice into practice. 

This helpful-yet-unhelpful advice drove me crazy as a new writer, but it did send me down the path to where I am today—this book (and my writing site, Fiction University) wouldn’t exist if I hadn’t been so determined to figure out how this writing stuff worked. I can’t tell you how many published novels I analyzed, and how many manuscripts I studied, or how many sentences I tore apart to figure out how they worked. 

It took a lot of effort, but it was worth it. I discovered that told prose often included the same words, or the same types of words. I created lists of these “red flag words” so I could easily search for them during my revisions. As I edited sentences to eliminate those words, my writing improved. It wasn’t long before I instinctively stayed away from those words in a first draft.

To save you all that effort, I’ve collected what I’ve learned so you can put my hard-won findings into practice. This is more than just advice on what to do and what not to do—it’s a down and dirty examination and analysis of how show, don’t tell works, so you’ll be able to adapt the “rules” to whatever style or genre you’re writing. 

Once you understand it, you’ll never have to worry about it again. 

And wouldn’t that be nice?

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

What You’ll Get From This Book
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UNDERSTANDING SHOW Don’t Tell is an in-depth study and analysis of what show, don’t tell is, what it means, and how to use it in your writing. It will teach you how to identify told prose in your work, and where told prose is frequently found. It will even explore aspects of writing that aren’t technically telling, but are connected to told prose and can make prose feel told, such as infodumps, description, and backstory. 

By the end of this book, you’ll have a solid understanding of show, don’t tell and the ability to use it without fear or frustration. 
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What Show, Don't Tell Really Means
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SHOW, DON’T TELL is critical to crafting a strong story, but what exactly does it mean? And more importantly, how do you make sure you’re using it correctly in your writing? 

Typical answer:

	Writing with strong nouns and verbs to dramatize a scene

	Using the senses to enable the reader to experience what the point-of-view character experiences

	Dramatizing scenes versus explaining them


Is any of that actually helpful?

Probably not, because even when you know what people mean when they say, “show and not tell,” it’s not always clear what to do about it. If you can’t identify where the told prose is in your novel, you can’t fix it, and you end up making the same mistakes over and over until you want to pull your hair out. Even worse, shown prose isn’t always better than told prose, so simply swapping out those weak, told verbs for strong, shown ones might not make the writing any better.

Let’s start with a basic example of a common way to tell:

	I reached over to pick up the cup. 


You’re likely thinking, “What’s wrong with that? It looks fine to me.” For the most part, yes it is fine and writers write sentences like this every day. As told prose goes, it’s minor, but it makes an excellent example of why show, don’t tell trips up so many writers.

Break this sentence down and really analyze it. The first part, “I reached over,” is a physical and demonstrable action. You can physically reach over. “To pick up” is an explanation of why that person reached over. There is no actual picking up of the cup, just the stated intention to do so, and you can’t show intention. However, you can show the observable results of intention. Change one tiny word and suddenly this same sentence shows instead of tells. 

	I reached over and picked up the cup. 


Both are physical and demonstrable actions. Both can be observed. You can reach over, and you can pick up a cup. 

What’s considered told prose gets even stickier when you look deeper. Since this is in first-person point of view, the character knows exactly why she’s reaching over, so her saying “to pick up the cup” is accurate. She knows why she’s reaching. Her explaining her motivation for reaching doesn’t feel out of place, so even though it tells, it’s not something that will jar a reader out of the story or feel awkward—which is why nobody gets all that upset about this type of tell. 

Let’s take that same sentence and put it in a tight third-person point of view. Say Sally is the point-of-view character and she’s watching Jane:

	Jane reached over to pick up the cup. 


Now the point-of-view character is assigning motive to the reaching before the cup is even picked up. In this case, “to pick up the cup” is something Sally would not know until Jane does it. She’s explaining why Jane is reaching and there’s no guarantee she knows why. It reads more as the author explaining, and explaining is telling. Telling describes the situation, not the action. 

But what if this was a third-person-omniscient point of view?

Then it’s acceptable for motive to be assigned because an all-knowing narrator would indeed know why everyone was acting.

And let’s not forget stories where the characters are all relaying the information after the fact—as in, the events in the story have already happened and the book is retrospective. Then the point-of-view character assigning motive to events she already knows the outcomes of is valid. Telling in such cases is less jarring because it feels natural to that type of storytelling process. 

See why show, don’t tell is such a hassle to figure out? 

Let’s try another common tell—the adverb.

One trick to test if you’re showing or telling is to imagine yourself acting out whatever it is your characters are doing. If you can do what they do, you’re showing. If not, you’re telling.

	“I hate you,” I said angrily.


You can stand in the room and say, “I hate you,” out loud, but try to act out “angrily.” You can’t, not really. Angrily is an adverb, which is a word used to modify a verb (the action) and in essence describe or show how an action is performed—it’s not action in and of itself. That’s the subtle difference in showing versus telling. You can act out behavior that demonstrates “angrily,” but there’s nothing about the adverb itself that you can physically do. The only way to show it is to do something else.

	“I hate you,” I yelled, kicking the door closed.


You can yell and you can kick the door closed. Both show anger and anyone watching you would be able to figure out your mood by observing your actions. You can see someone yell and kick a door closed and think, “Wow, she’s acting angrily.” Though you’d more likely think, “She seems pissed” or something close. We don’t typically think in adverbs, which is why they tend to stand out.

Try this one:

	I walked slowly across the room.


This is where show, don’t tell gets trickier, because you can “walk slowly.” “Slowly” has a physical connotation in our minds, so even though it’s an adverb, it conveys a real action. We can imagine what walking slowly looks like. But look closer—when you “walk slowly across the room,” exactly what do you do? Tiptoe? Slink? Take exaggeratedly slow steps? Move at half the speed you normally walk (and what is a “normal” speed anyway)? Even though you can “walk slowly” and be understood by your readers, the actual action can be any number of walking styles. What the reader envisions might not be what you as the author intended. 

Picture someone walking slowly across a room. What did you imagine? Odds are a verb popped into your head. That verb shows, while “walked slowly” tells.

Telling gets murkier still when you add thoughts and internalization to the mix. A person can sit and think, but what they think and how you write it makes all the difference.

Here’s a common way to write a line of internalization:

	She sighed, realizing she’d left her phone on her desk.


Sighing you can do, but act out someone realizing. Again, you can’t. You’re telling readers that the person is realizing she forgot her phone. The line “realizing she’d left her phone on her desk” is explaining the reason that she sighed. When you take away the explanation and put in what someone would think in the same situation, you get:

	She sighed. Darn. Her phone was on her desk, right next to the stupid report she also forgot to grab.


You can sigh, and you can think, “Darn,” and you can also think the internalization that comes after. This is a realistic progression of action and thoughts for someone realizing she left her phone at the office.

To make show, don’t tell even more confusing, sometimes it is acceptable to write, “I wondered if there was any ice cream in the freezer,” or, “I realized how stupid I was being.” There are times when a little telling is better than a drawn-out show, and readers don’t need to see every little action dramatized. 

There’s no hard and fast rule for determining when telling works and when it’s jarring to readers, but it’s something you do develop an ear for over time. A common rule of thumb: As long as it feels like the character is thinking it, you’re usually okay. But as soon as it sounds like the author butting in to explain things, you’ve probably fallen into telling.

Dramatize the action and make readers feel in the moment, right there with the character as the story unfolds. Use language and details to describe what a person physically and mentally does or feels, and don’t explain what they did, thought, or felt.
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What Show, Don’t Tell Doesn’t Mean
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IT’S EASY TO GO A LITTLE overboard with the showing, however, so be wary about doing too much. Showing isn’t throwing every adjective you have into a scene so each noun has multiple words describing it. It’s not describing in great detail every single step a character takes from the moment she wakes up to the time she falls asleep again that night. It’s not relaying every thought that passes through her head.

You get to choose what gets shown and what gets told, so choose wisely.

I’ve met and spoken with a lot of frustrated writers who struggle with show, don’t tell. It’s advice that gets pounded into our heads on almost every writing site we visit and at every conference we attend, until we fear that any instance of told prose can sink our writing career. But all it really is, is taking what’s in your head and putting it onto the page for others to enjoy.

It’s letting readers see what’s going on—not explaining what happened—using language that fits your story.
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Do You Always Have to Show?
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ONE MISCONCEPTION WITH show, don’t tell is that you must show all the time. If you’re telling, it’s bad writing, and showing is the only way to write good fiction. If you want to sell your novel, cut out every last bit of told prose from your book.

Not true. 

Show, don’t tell is an aspect of writing like any other, and there are times when you’ll want to show and times when you’ll want to tell. You’ll have novels that work better with more telling and those that sing with a lot of showing. 

For fun, pick ten random books off the bestseller list and look at the wide variety of prose styles used. Some will be tight first-person points of view; others with be omniscient narrators who know and see all. Every last one of them will have something in them that someone considers telling and bad writing. That someone might even be you.

Show, don’t tell is a problem only when it hurts the novel, and a myriad of factors go into creating that novel. Too much shown prose can be just as bad as too much told prose. 

Which is why understanding it is so valuable. You can’t use it well if you don’t know how it works.
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The Problems With Telling
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WRITING STYLES EVOLVE and change, and reader taste changes with them. One of the more obvious ways is how we handle show, don't tell. A hundred years ago, books were filled with told prose and heavy passages of description. Books written as recently as a few decades ago can feel dated and stale to today’s readers. The more visual we’ve become as a society, the more shown we expect our books to be.

Depending on who you talk to or what you read, show, don’t tell can mean different things. What one writer thinks feels told, another has no issues with—as illustrated by my “to pick up” example. 

This is why it’s so important to understand what telling is, what it sounds like, and how it affects your writing, so you can best judge how to handle it. The thriller writer who uses omniscient point of view with multiple characters has different needs than the first-person point of view young adult writer. The same sentence can feel told in one passage and shown in another. 

Because of this, there are two sides to the show, don’t tell problem:

	Problems writers face

	Problems readers face


Most of this book is dedicated to the problems writers face, so let’s start with why telling is a problem for readers.
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Problems Readers Face
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READERS MIGHT SAY, “Tell me a story,” but a great story is more than relaying facts and details in a logical order. Readers want an immersive experience with enough descriptive details to bring a story to life in their heads. 

Telling robs them of that chance. It explains all the reasons why things are as they are, it telegraphs what’s going to happen, and it leaves little to the imagination. It’s the difference between seeing a movie, and having someone tell you all about the movie, describing it scene by scene. 

Half the fun of reading is anticipating what’s going to happen next and how the story will unfold. Readers love to wonder about the characters and try to figure out the plot twists and story secrets ahead of time. If it’s too easy, or all the answers are told to them, there’s really no point in reading.  

What a reader considers good writing also varies. Readers of literary fiction might want as many adjectives and word pictures as they can get, enjoying the wordplay and use of language. Readers of thrillers might prefer a little explanation (telling) to keep the pace moving quickly, while romance readers want the focus on the emotions and how everyone feels more than dramatizing the action. 

For example:

	Monique dashed along the riverbank, sending flowers dancing into the air, only to land softly on the gentle waves before sinking below the surface. 

	Monique raced along the river bank, seconds ahead of the killer.

	Monique ran along the riverbank, Philippe’s warm hand in hers, soft as the flowers beneath their feet.
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Problems Writers Face
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THE NUMBER-ONE PROBLEM writers face is finding and identifying told prose in their work. It’s hard to be objective, and reading your own words as you “tell” your story feels perfectly normal. Writing, “John was angry about getting fired” is exactly what’s going on in the story. John is angry about getting fired and you’re writing all about his anger and what he does about it. You imagine all the emotions, thoughts, and actions that support John’s anger, but often, those details never make it onto the page. 

Let’s take this sentence and expand it into a typical paragraph that might start a chapter or scene:

	John was angry about getting fired. He yelled at his wife, his kids, even the neighbors. None of his friends wanted to talk to him, and it had gotten so bad they pretended not to see him when they ran into him at the grocery store. Naturally, this pissed him off even more, and it was the poor dog that suffered his wrath.


Is this paragraph shown or told?

Some people will say this paragraph is shown, but others will say it’s told—and they’re both right. What the writer intends this paragraph to do will determine whether or not it feels told.

If this paragraph was intended to be a quick summary to get readers up to speed, and the point of the scene built off this summary of John being angry, then this paragraph could smoothly set the scene and readers would read right past it.

If this paragraph was meant to show how badly John is treating his family and friends, and this is all the reader gets to understand that, then it probably feels told and explanatory.

If this is from a omniscient narrator, it probably feels shown, but if this is John’s point of


	John slammed the door behind him. Who did that stuffed shirt think he was anyway? Fire him? That cesspool of an office would wither and die without him.











	How much telling is acceptable

	What telling sounds like

	What to do about told prose in a manuscript
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