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SHOW. Not Tell. 
In narrative writing, one of the major advises is to paint a picture rather than just saying what 

happened. Show the reader an image of the story. Shouldn't sound like you're writing a report for 

the police, or listing out a chronological order of what happened. 

 

Sometimes we just name the emotions or reactions of people rather than using imagery to show it 

to the reader. Remember, any time you are describing an emotion, try not to merely say he was 

happy, sad, jealous or anything else. Do this exercise. 

Use imagery and rewrite the given sentences. 

1. Hasara was so excited to see him. She had been waiting for a long time. Now that he was 

finally here, she could not contain herself. 

EX - Hasara's eyes widened with surprise and her heart began to pace 

uncontrollably that she thought it might come to a stop. All the dark moments 

she spent beside the bedroom window with the pale sunlight filtering through 

the perforated curtain were gone. In his presence, her face grew radiant and 

she found her voice. 

 

Let's look at the examples! 

1. He was really angry at the manager, but the manager seemed unusually calm and 

collected.  

The above sentence tells us what happened. Now let's see how you can show it with 

more vivid imagery and description. 

1. He clenched his fists instinctively, and his face contorted into an ugly expression 

and beads of perspiration appeared on his brow. The manager simply stood there 

in front of him, and replied in his soothing voice, 'We are not responsible for your 

grievance, sir.'  

Yes, there may be more details given in the second sentence, but as you can see, the 

words in the second sentence clearly depicts the incident in a more vivid manner. 
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2. Frustrated with herself, she lashed out at Shehan, leaving him confused. 

SHOW: 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

3. He was not afraid at all. He actually felt stronger and at peace, even though he knew that Gauri 

was very angry at him. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

4. The hall was crowded and everyone seemed restless for some reason; an angry lady was 

shouting at a little boy, who was scared. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

Remember, using Metaphors and Similes can help to make writing more effective and help you 

SHOW and not TELL. 

 

 

TELL - She felt sad and lonely, and she was disappointed in her friend. 

SHOW - (Metaphor/SIMILE) - Her eyes felt heavy with sorrow, and as she sat 

on the chair, her head drooped like an unwatered flower. 
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Try using a metaphor or a simile to SHOW the sentences given below. Rewrite them. 

1. As she entered the room, every one could say that she was happy. Something was 

different this morning. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

2. She cried bitterly, and kept to herself; there was no hope left, she thought. 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

In the paragraph above, I have created an atmosphere of fear, oppression and doubt - a sense of 

being trapped. I have carefully used visual, auditory, and tactile imagery as well as similes which 

concretely capture his feelings. (When we turn abstract emotions, moods and thoughts and 

feelings into tangible, imaginable and powerful images, those abstractions gain more 

amplification - they become more real!!!) Likewise, focusing on the imagery and trying to 

When writing a narrative and attempting to SHOW and not tell, you must 

sometimes create/build atmosphere. That means, you need to build the scene. 

Think of the 5 types of imagery. Think about how you can use these to 

heighten the suspense, the mood and the impact of the scene you are writing.  

 

As he entered the building, he could feel his heart banging against his 

chest. He heard noises from a distance and heard her sorrowful voice, 

pleading. The air within the crusty walls were full of an oppressive 

mustiness, as if fear and despair had infected the entrails of the house. 

There was a chandelier right at the center of the hall: glorious, 

impressively large, and eerily dark and covered in a thick sheet of 

cobwebs. A sense of being trapped inside a cocoon overcame him. 
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imagery to show a characters emotions or the general situation or mood of the story is very 

useful. 

EYES 

Most often, great writers describe the eyes of the character to imply a number of things. Eyes can 

capture so many details about a person: their motives and their thoughts. It was once believed 

that the eye is the window to the soul. (https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/talking-

apes/201512/your-eyes-really-are-the-window-your-soul) According to Psychologytoday, In 

fact, the eyes do provide lots of information about another person’s emotional state.’ Describing 

the eyes helps you to convey the emotional status and the motivations of a character in a more 

visual and effective way rather than using monotonous and drab writing. 

Examples from John Steinbeck: The Chrysanthemums (Short Story) 

1. Her eyes were as clear as water 
2. Her eyes sharpened 
3. His eyes were dark, and they were full of the brooding that gets in the eyes of teamsters 
4. Her eyes hardened with resistance. 
5. His eyes left her face and fell to searching the ground 
6. Elisa’s eyes grew alert and eager. 
7. Her eyes shone 
8. She looked deep into his eyes, searchingly 
9. The man’s eyes narrowed 
10. Her head thrown back, her eyes half-closed 
11. Her eyes blinked rarely 

12. She tried not to look as they passed it, but her eyes would not obey 

And that is just one short story!!! Here are some other examples that I can think of!  

Sadness – Her eyes were full of sorrow // In his eyes there were traces of deep sadness and 

regret. 

Confusion – Her eyes looked at her quizzically // His narrowed his eyes, trying hard to 

comprehend the spectacle in front of him. 

Now you write few examples! 

Happiness – 

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
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Anger -

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

Check out the links I have posted below to see how the directors and the cinematographers use 

the language of film to effectively portray a complex set of emotions in the characters!!! 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VKl41s51JvE - The Great Gatsby 

Write five sentences which show the emotions/situation and not tell what goes on. You can be 

creative and imagine the situation as you please. 

1. .……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

.……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

2. .……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

.……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

3. .……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

4. .……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

5. .……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

.……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VKl41s51JvE - Inglorious Bastards 

Write five sentences which show the emotions and not tell what goes on. You can be creative 

and imagine the situation as you please. 

1. .……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

.……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

2. .……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

.……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

3. .……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

4. .……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

5. .……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

.……………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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