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Writafs Cralt

"Joh4 uhat's the therne of thi"s story?"
"Whatb the tuuin point the authot is trying to

2stoblish, Peter?"
"Is there a rnoral to this poen" KellA?"
"Bett!, uhat i.s the centrol,il,ea of thi,s nol)el?"
You have heard these words-thene, marn

point, moral, central idea-many times. As high
school students, you may have grown used to
hunting fo. "hidde! meanings." As a youngster,
you could enjoy a book because oI its characte$
and its plot, but now you must be able to explain
Lhe message to prove you "understand" the
story.

Questior"- WhE d,o so manE high tehooL rtd- .
dents bug Stltd.! Guides,

Answer: Because StudE Guides erpltin the
theme. A Stu{2t G1ti.d,e is like an answir boolc

Many educators and writers criticize "theme
hunting" not only because it encourages Study
Guides but also because il can kill tle enrov-
ment of l i terature. Says well-known teachei of
English, Dr. Michael C. Flanigan of the Univer-
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sity ofOklahoma, "Too many students leave high
school believing that serious leading is nothing
moreor dothing less than 'finding the message.' "

But although certain app.oaches to literature
Inay exaggerate the importance of theme, that
does not meatr that many stories do not have
themes. \{e can look back over a story or a novel
or a poem and make a gederal staternent about
whatitproves. When wedo that,we have discov-
ered the theme.

Therefore, as young waiters, you need to be
aware of the problem theme can cause. Conside!
this possibility: You have just come up with an
exciting idea for a sholt story. This story has a
clever plot, distinctive characters, a unique set-
ting,humor,andpathosrButthestory,asyousee
it, also proves a point aboul life. You want you!
readers to say, "What a great story!" "What
marvelous characters!" "What a perlect
setting!" But you also wallt them to say, "That
story made me think a little!"

Now, here is your problem: On one hand, you
need to make sure your readers 9e, the idea, but
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on the other hatd, you do not want them to set ittoo easily. You don't want to be loo vague o'r too
oDvtous.

t
ls There Life AJter College Athletics?

One way to develop a sense {or solving this
problem is to read writers like lrwin Shaw,
whose stodes usually carry profouqd messages,
yet,messages that have been woven carefully,
ultobtnlsitelE into lhe fabric of the story,

And with Shaw, a good place to start is,,The
Eigity-Yard Run,'a short story about a col lege
athlete who never gTows up. When he is in his
early twenties, Eric Darling runs for eighty
yards at a foolball  practice. From that Lrme on,
his l i fe is al l  downhil l .  The story fol lows his de-
cl ine from rhat bri l l iant moment unti l  f i l teen
years later when he finally sees that his proles-
sion and his marriage have been lost beciuse he
lever lived beyond his one great moment,

Pot Let's Get Philosophical
Shaw handles the plot in such a way Lhat rhe

reader discovers that "The Eighty.yard Run is
more than a simple action sl,ory, The confl ict
deals_with ideas: Will Darling grow up or wili he
stay lorever young and ignorant? The story be-
gins with Darling and his wife-to-be agreerng
that he is the greatest thing on ealth. H; is th;
campus hero whom she worships.

Tension grows after the couple marries and
moves to New York where she bigins to acquire
big-city sophistication, while he still tingers dog-
gedly in his glorious jock past. She moves com-
pletely into the cultural scene and Darl ins, with-
out a job. takes up drinking seriously. (. I  have
nothing eise l ,o do.") In other words, we don,t
follow the story for its physical action;we follow
it lor its philosophy.

But Shaw needs to make his plot interesrrng,
too.lf this story does nothing more than follow_a
philosophical argumenr, i t  wil l  be norhins more
tban a long fable-a real yawner. So, he mJst add
details and surp.ises to keep us reading. Even
though we suspect the story will end b;dly for

2a

lnyin Sha*
Darl ing. we want to know exactly how it wil lend.
Wil l  he be destroyed by drinking? Wi 

 

Louise
have an atfair? Wil l  the confl ict become violeni?
Will he commit suicide? Or will he finally grow
up?

t
\rharacters: kleas Embodied

Because the two maiD characters, to a degree,
represent ideas, Shaw is able to use them to
transmit his theme. Darl ing represents lhe
stunted athlete who never grows up, while his
wile symbolizes the maturins woman. As with
the plot, what Shawshows us iboutthese charac-
ters relates on\! Lo these attitudes. They are
always in character. We see Darling score the
touchdown, savor that moment, cudale his girl,
accept her praise, grow edgy over her blossom-
ing sophist ication. and drink and drink and drink.l'We see Louise first worship her man and later



ing his clothes swing lightly agaidst his skin,
breathing the thin evening air. . . ." Shaw never
says, "Look how alive this young man is!" He
shows us instead.

And he also shows us how, ai thirty-five, Dar-
ling has become "foggy" and "hazy." Confusion
has brought him to booze, and booze has made
him confused. When his wife shows him a piece of
modern art, he sits on the couch "squinting.'

It takes awhile, but Louise finally must admit
to herself how inseDsitive her husband has be-
come. One night at a party a hieDd suggeststhat
they all go to 14th Street to see a play. Darling
does not want to go. "It's too gloomy." For years
Louise has humored or ignored his ignorant,
childish responses. But not this time.

"Oh, hell!" Louise said loudly- She looked coolly
. at Darling, as though she'd just been intro-

- duced to him and was making up ber mind
about him, and not very iavorably.

Once again, Shaw could have enteredthe storyto
tell us to notice ihat Darling's wife has at last
laced up to her husbadd's obr?Jrreress. But why
bother? He has made the point well without be-
ing too obvious.

Again, through subtle characterizaiion, he fur-
the! shows their decaying relatioDship. Midway
through the story, Darling asks Louise not to call
him "Baby.'

Toward the end oI the story, when he finally
takes a mediocre job, they have this exchaDge:,

"I can make Iifty, sixty dollars a week," Darling
said to Louise that night . . .
"Yes, Baby."
"As it is," Darlingsaid carefully, "I can mak€ it
back here once a month and holidays and the
summer. We can s€€ €ach other olten '
"Yes, Baby."

For her, Darling will always be a baby. And he is,
isn't he?

he Conclusion:
Truth or Consequences

At the end, Shaw makes sure we get the point
when Dalling, standing by the field where he

take on the qualities of the self-suificient,
developing woman. i.

But although ihe charactex'5 ?.e predictable,
thev are not 6oring because Shaw reveals them
in subtle ways. Early in the story, for example,
Shaw emohasizes DarJing s alertness to his iur-
roundinei. Afier his touchdown, he norices..how
fresh an-d whole and solid his body felt." He sees
the "sharp, clean whil,e of the tape agains! the
ruddiness of his skln. lresh lrom lhe shower. '
lWalkine home. he leels the "gravel31un45 
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hacbri l i  under his shoes in the sti l i  twi l ight, feel-
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ft
onceraD for eighty yards iD practice, suddenly
sees himself for what he is.

Darling half-closed his eyes, almostsaw the boy
f i f teen years ago reach for the pass. s l ip the
halfback, go ski t ter ing l ight ly down thel ield,
his kne"es high and fasr aod gracelut,  smij ing to
nrms€ 

 

Decaus€ he knew he was going to get
pasr Lhe safety man, Thar was the higi  poinr.
Darling thought, fifteen years ago, o:n an au-
fumn afternoon, twenty years old and far fiom
deaih,with the air comingeasily into his tungs,
and a deep feeling inside him that he coutd do
anything, knock over anybody, outrun wnar-
ever had to be outrun. And the shower after
and the three glasses of wster and the cool
night air on his damp head and Louise sitting
hatless in the open car with a smile and the first
kiss she ever rcally meart. The high point, an
eighty-yardrun in the pracr ic€.and agir l 's k iss
and everything after that a decl ine.

Is this tooobvious?Did Shaw needtomake the
revelation so clearly? Perhaps not, but it works
effectively. For one thing, Dalling, not Shaw, is
expressing these thoughts. For another, Darling
iollows this revelation with a surprising action.
We wonder: "What is he going to do now that he
finally sees what a lool he has been?" Will he run
back toLouise? lVill he go back to school? Will he
hire a shrink? Join a church? Buy a rope? All oI
these reactions seem possible - some would even
be logical. Alter all, he has eome to a decision, and
now he must act. But, instead of acting logically,
here is what he does:

Darling stood up, smiled a little, because if he
didn't smile h€ knew the t€ars would come. He
looked alound him. This ,ras the spot. O'Con,
nor's pass had come sl iding out just to
here...the high point. Darl ing put up his
hands,I€lt all ove! again the flat slap ofthe ball.
IIe shook his hips to thmw offthe hallbac(, cur
back iDside the center, picked his knees high

as he ran gracefully over two men jumbled on
the ground at the line of sc mmage, ran easily,
gaining speed, for ren yards, holding rhe bal l
l ig l l ly in his two hands. swung away from rne
ha)fback diving at him, ran. swinging his hips in
the almost gir l ish manner of a back in a broken
field, tore into the safety man, his sho€s drum.
ming heavily on the t!rf, stiff-arrned, elbow
locked, pivoted, raced lightly and exultantly
for the goal line.
He will never change,
Shaw is able to communicate his theme be-

cause his theme is worth communicatins. The
idea*that we must keep maturing or f;e the
consequences-is not Des/, but it is valid and he
has found a valid way to tell it.

Throughout this year.ar! icles in this magazine
have told you, the yo'Jllg writer, Lo " sho'r., d.on't
tell." Let Lhe characte.s and action speak for
themselves. Don't insult you!.eadeN. Follow
Shaw's lead,lor, ifyou'll forgive the ungrammati-
cal pun, Shaw don't tell. !

Wr i teNow.. .
a You may have heard a story referred to as
having "mo!e than one level of meaning," Per-
haps you have rhought-as we al l  have-at one
time or another-that on€ level sheltered some
hidden truth, to which oDly an intellectualof the
third degree could be privy. But this simple
phraserefers only to the difference in ways to in-
terpret a story. A story may, forexample, betold
by following the prot-the line of action or the"then what-happened"? Or the story may be in-
terpreted by its trem€ -the message of human
experienee or meaning of life that the author
wants to convey. A simple way to see the differ,
erce between plot. and theme is to considea cer,
tain"children's"stories.DescribeDlotandtheme
for a favorite story from your chiidhood-or for
one of the fol lowing:
-What is the plot of Lewis Cattoll's Alice in'lvond,etl.ond,? What is the theme?
-What is the plot of Jonathan Swift's Gzr'

liuer's Traoels. What is the theme?
-What is the plot oI Hars Christian Andersen's

The Emperor's Neb Clothes? What is thq
theme?
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