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Writing Better Descriptions: Showing vs. Telling
As writers, one of the biggest hurdles we must overcome is the tendency to tell our readers what we mean instead of showing them what we mean; understanding and acting on this difference in methodology remains very difficult for writers of all levels, but mastering it will make your prose—whether creative or critical—stand out from the herd. The “technical” terms for “telling” and “showing” are “diegesis” and “mimesis,” respectively. If you’re interested, go to the Oxford English Dictionary online (W&L has access to it!) and look for the historical meanings of these terms. 

Showing involves vivid, dynamic writing that allows readers to experience the description with a variety of senses.  Good description shows by bringing the readers into the scene with specific details. These details also help the writer establish a specific mood and tone and to create complex characterizations and dominant images. Telling, on the other hand, is the kind of writing we tend to be most comfortable with; telling means asserting, usually with the implication that everyone, everywhere will automatically and magically know exactly what you mean.  This is why the topic of “love” is so difficult to broach effectively in writing or in any kind of meaningful debate. What is love? Jerome’s idea of love is not likely to be even remotely close to Pearl’s idea of love. Emotion, not to mention critical thought, is highly complex; it needs similarly complex language. 

Each of the following sentences has two versions.  One version is too general and therefore lacks the visual clearness that the reader needs to fully understand what the writer is talking about.  The other version of the same sentence uses specific details and makes the image the writer is presenting much more vivid and descriptive. 

Telling: She went home in a bad mood. [What kind of bad mood? How did she act or look?] 
Showing: She stomped home, hands jammed in her pockets, angrily kicking rocks, dogs, small children, and anything else that crossed her path.  [The details here give us a sense of the “she” character, as well as add humor to the passage.] 

Telling: My neighbor bought a really nice old desk. [Why “nice”? How old? What kind of desk?] 

Showing: My neighbor bought a solid oak, roll-top desk made in 1885 that contains a secret drawer you can trigger with a hidden spring. [Here, we’ve added concrete details that show us why the desk is interesting, worthy of comment.]
Telling: He was an attractive man. [Attractive in what ways—his appearance, personality, or both? Again, do you “see” this man?] 

Showing: He had Paul Newman's eyes, Robert Redford's smile, Sylvester Stallone's body, and Howard Hughes's money. [Not only can we better “see” this man, but now this passage has character and uniqueness.]  

After reading over the sentences above, rewrite the following vague and overly diegetic sentences using your own specific details. Try to use specific, concrete images—remember that the goal, as writers, is to evoke a specific, concrete idea in your readers’ minds. “Showing” means writing mimetically or imitatively. How can your language imitate the idea you want to express? 

1. My boyfriend really acted like a jerk.

 
 

2. She wears really strange outfits.

 

 

3. The scenery in the mountains was beautiful.

 

 

4. The strong man walked into the room and picked up the heavy box.

 
 

5. My girlfriend is nice.

As you complete these activities, think about your own writing. In your personal narrative, you are asked to show, not tell. The time-stretch exercise is, in part, meant to help you see things in detail and show them to your readers. Go back to your draft, and revise your telling into showing. 
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