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H ave you ever noticed that stories with strong over-
arching or underlying ideas resonate long after the
last page has been turned? Themes enhance the emotional
impact on characters and readers alike, as well as convey a
feeling that the plot has greater purpose,

When we think theme, we tend to think in loaded
words such as loyalty, forgiveness and redemption. But
these are just touchstones that carry within them entire
galaxies of subthemes and concepts that might relate to
the characters and events of your story. Within loyalty,
for instance, you may find family, love, truth, honesty
and so on. Within redemption you may find threads of
betrayal and life purpose.

While some writers know their story’s theme long
before they set out to write, and others even com-
pose each scene with an overarching thematic goal,
many others are driven primarily by love of characters,
action or imagined worlds. Not until later in the
writing process do they examine what the story is
really about, and whether that important concept
could be further emphasized to hold the book together
more strongly.

Whether you’re embarking on a first draft or starting
a revision, here are some strategies for fully developing
theme in your manuscript.

CONVEY THEME THROUGH

POWERFUL IMAGERY

Images are the most evocative way to draw the reader’s
attention to the theme of a story in a subtle way. They
are most useful when you want to point the reader to a
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theme without blatantly waving a banner that shricks

“Forgiveness and Redemption!”

At their most basic, powerful literary images are
dressed-up figures of speech, In simile, one thing is likened
to another, thus becoming more tangible through compari-
son, as in this example from Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita:

Eldarly American ladies leaning on their canes listed
toward me like towers of Pisa.

In metaphor, a description is applied to a person or
object to which it is not literally applicable, as in this gem
from Katherine Dunn's novel Geek Love:

This fragile flammable heap is all that's left of my life.

Well-placed, carefully crafied similes and metaphors
can add profound depth to your work, conveying much
more than straightforward description.

Perhaps youd like to avoid being overly sentimental
about the fact that an abusive mother and her cowed
daughter have made peace. So in the background of a
scene, in which they are having their first cup of coffee
together in years, you avoid the maudlin description of
the mother clasping the daughter’s head to her breast and
instead plant an image. You might write, for example:

Just beyond my mother's head, the moth that had been
struggling in the spider web broke free and flitted like a
white flag before perching to rest on the windowsill,

The theme of forgiveness and letting go, as evidenced
in the white flag and the moth breaking free, will spill
delicately into the reader’s subconscious.
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Take,-for example, Marisha Pessl's dark thriller Night
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e . pecific shot of an eye, in close-
up, as his signature image in every film. It’s described by
an interviewer as “sovereign, deadly, perfect” and repre-
sents the theme of evil the filmmaker seeks to explore in
his movies. But it also works as a metaphor for the pro-
tagonists pursuit of evil, which the interviewer believes
resides in Cordova. The protagonist ruthlessly hunts the
truth, while Cordova fiercely hides it behind a veil of
symbolic imagery. When the eye appears, we're asked to
remember that this is a book about two very different ver-
sions of what can be seen and known. Pessl plants it at
the beginning of the novel, but then recalls it throughout
the story as a kind of talisman, constantly reminding the
reader that things may not be what they seem.

In other stories, a simple item—a journal, a ring, a
mother’s locket—may act as a symbol that plays power-
fully on the theme. When the object appears, the writer
is pointing us toward thematic significance.

DEMONSTRATE AN ASPECT OF YOUR CHARACTER.

If you struggle with the urge to “tell” instead of “show;’
imagery can help you break the habit. Rather than calling
a character “stubborn,” you could write something

like this:

The way he held his ground reminded me of my daddy’s
fat black lab; he growled if you tried to take him for
awalk and bared his yellow teeth if you so much as
breathed near his food bowl.

[ Do |
your character,

Yes, the visual is describing a dog, not
d, merged

but it does the trick—the two are now equate
in the reader’s mind.

EVOKE EMOTION. ‘ .
If your character or narrator is deeply in love, euphoric

or, conversely, in great pain or shock, you don't just want
your readers to know about the emotion—you want“
them to feel it deeply. Simply saying something like “It
pained him to see his father so weak and sickly” makes
readers passive witnesses to the scene. Instead, strive for
imagery that will draw them in to become emotionally
invested. Consider, for instance, one of these:

His father’s limbs looked tough and dry, like cords of
tanned leather his grandpa used to hang on the porch.

In place of the barrel-chested mammoth of a man was a
frail specimen, like a pale, bald runt of the litter whose

fate was to be drowned.

The effect created by both alternatives gets the reader
closer to an emotional experience.

FORESHADOW FUTURE PLOT ELEMENTS.

Imagine you've written a story in which someone is
bludgeoned to death with a candlestick. You want to

drop a hint to the reader about the manner of the per-
son’s death, slipping a clue into the text to build suspense.
You might form an image that compares a candlestick to
something else—something benign, even, to deflect the
reader’s suspicion. For example:

The candle and its flame reminded him of a field of pink
tulips, slender stems balancing improbably heavy heads.

FOCUS THE READER'S EYE.

Employing a strong image is a powerful way to begin or
end a scene. Imagery can stand in for a more dramatic
epiphany or cliff-hanger. Take this excerpt from the
opening of Janet Fitch’s novel White Oleander:

The Santa Anas blew in hot from the desert, shriveling
the last of the spring grass into whiskers of pale straw.
Only the oleanders thrived, their delicate poisonous
blooms, their dagger green leaves.

The narrator’s fate is very much linked to these poison-
ous blooms, so beginning with imagery of “dagger green
leaves” and the sensory description of a hot, scorching
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ISEXOXTEN Discover Yoo Story’s Thawes |

Go back through your manuscript and look for
specific themes that tie the story together. Try to find
story elements that hint at themes.

In your own Manuscript, make a list of the general
themes and abstract meanings that have popped ;
UP in your story and are reflected throughout. For

example, you may find one or several of the following
random themes:

* justice

* honor

* honesty

* acceptance
* courage

+ alienation

* duty

* responsibility
» freedom

* survival
+ dignity
* self-respect
* passion
* loyalty.

Also explore the broad ideas your story themes

touch upon. This list might include the following:

* hurt that comes with loss

* loss of innocence

* the empowerment of women

* living life with a sense of humor

* the power of friendship i

* overcoming all odds

* love conquers all

« good versus evil

* triumph over adversity

* man versus nature

+ man versus himself.

—— —— - —— v

wind is not only compelling and beautiful, but themati-
cally purposeful. We are made to understand from the
get-go that something deadly is about to unfold.

Similarly, you can end a scene on a haunting or
powerful image, such as this one from Amy Hempel’s
Tumble Home:
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BUILD THEME THROUGH DIALOGUE

RRATIVE VOICE ' |
Q:aroac:: often voice the theme early on in a succinct ip,

f dialogue or narrative that resonates for the remainde,
0

of the story.

In Rene Denfeld’s novel The Enchanted, about people

who live and interact with the death Zow inmatis ofa
prison, a character known simply “ The Lady”—whg
interviews the death row inmates in a.n effor't to favi
them from execution—strikes up 8 fnendsl?lp with “The
Priest” After discussing the fate of one particularly tough

death row inmate, she says to him:
“There is too much pain in the world, that's the problem
"Pain and beauty, and beauty in the pain.” His voice js
a whisper that strokes her.

The novel churns with such thematic declarations as
its characters grapple with what it means to be “good” or

“evil” whether one can really find beauty in suffering, and

whether redemption is possible for those who have com-
mitted atrocities. This thematic significance is crucial to
the fate of all the characters.

In fact, the opening line is delivered in the narrative
voice of a death row inmate who lives deep in the bowels
of the old prison. He narrates:

This is an enchanted place. Others dont see it, but | do.

That’s a surprising sentiment for a prisoner to feel about
his place of penance. Yet, from this moment on, Denfeld
leads us to understand the novel’s most important theme:
how people survive horror with their humanity intact.

When theme comes in the form of dialogue, it should
be memorable and potent, but not heavy-handed. You
want it to feel organic to the story, and to reflect where
your protagonist is in her journey. So if your theme is
love conquers all, what piece of that statement is true for
your character at the beginning? Maybe it shows up in
the form of longing. You could write the following.

“If only | knew love,” she told her friend, “I'd be power!
enough to do anything.”
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Katherine Dunn’s darkly comic novel Geek Love,

about a failing family circus that resorts to extreme

measures to form a circus of “freaks” also conveys thematic

elements through dialogue. Oly, a hunchback albino
dwarf who is not considered enough of a “freak” to be
a big attraction, has grown up in a world where being
abnormal is preferable to being normal. As such, she

has a vastly different philosophy on the “norms” they
encounter between shows.

“| get glimpses of the horror of normaley. Each of these
innocents on the street is engulfed by a terror of their
own ordinariness. They would do anything to be unique.”

Here’s an exchange between Oly and her grown
daughter, Miranda, who doesn’t know that Oly is her
biological mother. Miranda starts the conversation with
a question.

“What I'm asking is, am | crazy to have this liking for my
tail? ... You must have wished a million times to
| be normal.”
’: “No.”
“No?”
“|'ve wished | had two heads. Or that | was invisible.
I've wished for a fish’s tail instead of legs. I've wished to
be more special.”
“Not normal?”

"Never!”

Dunn uses dialogue to ask, “What is truly normal or
abnormal?” leading readers to consider cultural standards.

IDENTIFY SUBTHEMES

Think of your theme as a large umbrella that covers many
smaller subthemes beneath it. If your overarching theme
is the power of love, then you could employ dozens of
related concepts to make your point: the need for self-
love before loving another; learning to recognize the
difference between conditional and unconditional love;
love between parents and children; romantic versus

[ Tev |

sexual love; and so on. In fact, you may find that you're
more likely to identify subthemes in your story first,
while it may take longer to figure out how these add up
to a unified overarching theme.

The more you practice using ima
logue to plant suggestions of theme, :
you will become at building a story that echoes meaning

long after the reader has closed the cover.

gery and careful dia-
the more successful

TRACE THEME THROUGH YOUR STORY

There are many approaches to help you identify your
theme. One easy, visual way to do it—especially if you
already have a complete draft—is to take a set of colored
highlighters and go through your manuscript, highlight-
ing thematic elements that appear. These elements can
manifest in the following ways:

. symBoLs: objects, talismans and even people that
represent an element, are metaphoric, and speak to
the subconscious rather than directly

. ANALOGIES: comparing something or someone to
something else

- VISUAL IMAGES: descriptive visuals that employ all of
the senses

. DIALOGUE: thematic elements that appear in charac-
ters’ conversations

« NARRATIVE VOICE: thematic elements that appear in
the character’s thoughts or observations (rather than
in dialogue).

Read through each chapter in which your protagonist
appears, and highlight the items listed above. After you
finish, use a separate sheet of paper to list each image you
found. Try to do a few chapters at the beginning, a few in
each part of the middle, and a few chapters at the end; you
should see your subthemes spring up again and again.

Once you've developed a substantial list, input the
themes into a spreadsheet. Soon you will start to see pat-
terns emerge. Group your subthemes and then carefully
study your list to determine the umbrella theme that
encapsulates them. Your story is likely to have far more
continuity than you were ever aware of

Before long you will realize that underlying ideas

tying your tale together have been there all along, bub-
bling beneath the surface.

Excerpted from Writing Deep Scenes © 2015 by Martha Alderson
and Jordan Rosenfeld, with permission from Writer's Digest Books.
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