The Crux of a Story: Demonstrating Essential Understanding
· The crux of a story (novel, film, short story, TV show, magazine article) is a brief paragraph, perhaps three to five sentences, describing the “heart” of the story.  

· The crux of a story answers the question, “What is the story about?”

· The crux includes those elements of a story, without which the story would be fundamentally different.  Generally a crux is composed of plot (events, characters, setting) and theme.

· There is no one “right” definitive crux for any story: The crux that you come up with depends on your understanding of the story.

· To the degree that you are able to formulate a crux to a story, you will understand that story.

· Formulating a crux for a story is the primary step in understanding a story.  Whether consciously or unconsciously, a reader constructs a crux for a story during the process of reading the story as well as while reflecting on the story after having completed the reading.

Sample cruxes:

“Greasy Lake”

The narrator reflects on one night of his youth.  He juxtaposes the “bad” self-concept he held of himself with an actual “bad” experience, including alcohol, drugs, violent fighting, attempted rape, assault, near-destruction of his car, and, most importantly, death.  The narrator’s younger self experiences an epiphany concerning the true nature of “bad.”

“Story of an Hour”

A woman is told that her husband has died and experiences intense feelings, the most

powerful of which is joy.  She feels this joy because she is at last free to live her life as

she chooses.  Then she is shocked to learn that her husband is not really dead, and the

shock kills her.

Coming up with a crux for a story is not an artificial, superficial exercise designed by English teachers to make sure you’ve read a story or to annoy you even further.  It is a process a person naturally engages in while reading a story or seeing a movie.  Our minds naturally seek to make sense of a story, to uncover a “point” to the story.  In Honors English, we make that process explicit.  To the extent that you can articulate a crux for a story, you have understood that story.

Once you have formulated an explicit crux, you are able to ask yourself how certain elements of a story relate to, or support, that story, by examining the relationship between the specific element and the crux.  For instance, in “Greasy Lake,” how does the diction support the story?  How does the distance of the narrator to his youth impact the story?  How is the setting related to the story?  What does the complexity of the main character have to do with the story?  The better the quality of the short story, the more relationships there are between the elements and the crux, and the more these relationships are authentically important.

You might think of writing a crux as follows: You see a great movie. A friend asks you what the movie is about. You have only a short time to answer her. You quickly tell her what the movie is about. That’s the crux.

In a class, it can be very valuable to have every student write a crux for one story and then compare what everyone came up with. This process helps students refine their understanding of a story. If one student includes a certain character in the crux, while another student doesn’t, the two students can discuss why that character is or isn’t important to the overall story. Their reasons for including the character (or not) help demonstrate their understandings of the character and the story itself.

Alternative crux: Try writing a crux comprised of one sentence for a short story. Then try writing one phrase for the short story. The more you distill your crux down, the more you’re getting at your essential understanding of the story: You’re articulating your understanding of the essence of the story.
