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Let me be very clear right up front. This is not a book on writing romance.
This book is a greatly expanded follow-up to Screenwriting Tricks For Authors, a manual that teaches authors how to steal — I mean use — screenwriting and filmmaking techniques to help them write better, more appealing books (and have more fun doing it!). Writing Love contains all of the general story structure material from the first book, and uses examples from all genres to illustrate these story structure principles.
But for this book I have also added a specific focus on the key story elements and structure tricks used in writing love (including love subplots), and the ten story breakdowns in this book are all romantic comedy, romantic adventure, period romance and romantic suspense. So yes, this book should be extremely useful for romance writers (who tend to get a lot out of my workshops anyway), but it’s organized in a way that I hope will be useful to writers of all genres.
Why Film Structure?
Well, let’s face it. Book agents and editors and the whole publishing business in general have been corrupted —I mean, influenced – by Hollywood. The blockbuster mentality is rampant. Even though the bottom line is always a great book, publishing houses increasingly want big ideas; fast, visceral, visual plots; and a big, high concept hook for marketing. And if you’re e-publishing, it’s even more important to make sure your book stands out from the crowd.
But the good news is, that means authors can give themselves an edge by stealing —using — some of these film techniques to make their stories more immediately appealing and easily marketable — and by the way, to create better, more engaging books. I’ve found the film techniques I’ve learned and use as a screenwriter are invaluable in my own novel writing, and I believe — no, actually I know — that any novelist, from aspiring to multi-published, can benefit from these screenwriting tricks of the trade.
A novelist who samples this book will probably be wondering why I spend the bulk of my time analyzing films when I’m talking primarily to authors. Good question.
The thing is, film is such a compressed and concise medium that it’s like seeing an X-ray of a story. In film you have two hours, really a little less, to tell the story. It’s a very stripped-down form that has enormous emotional power. Plus we’ve usually seen more of these movies than we’ve read specific books, so they’re a more universal form of reference for discussion.
It’s often easier to see the mechanics of structure in a film than in a novel.
And even beyond that, studying movies is fun, and fun is something writers just don’t let themselves have enough of. If you train yourself to watch for some of these structural elements, then every time you go to the movies or watch something on television, you’re actually honing your craft (even on a date or while spending quality time with your loved ones!), and after a while you won’t even notice you’re doing it.
When the work is play, you’ve got the best of all possible worlds.
Why Love?
It’s been a year and a half since I wrote Screenwriting Tricks for Authors, and I had been working on a general revision of that book to incorporate all of the new discoveries I’ve been making from writing my own novels, from teaching workshops, and from interfacing with my students and blog readers about their story problems and discoveries. One of the things I most wanted to do, at my readers’ requests, was include more examples from love stories and comedies. I admit it, I’m a thriller writer, and I delve in paranormal, supernatural mystery and sometimes horror, and my teaching examples can run toward the — well, “dark” is a good word, but “homicidal” often fits.
Then as I was reviewing a lot of romantic comedies and romantic suspense for great and teachable examples of key story elements and storytelling techniques, it dawned on me how much more useful it would be to let the first workbook stand as is and move forward by concentrating the new material in this book, and each subsequent book, on just one genre at a time.
I’ve included all the general information on the Three-Act, Eight-Sequence Structure from the first book, and I’ve expanded on the key story elements, so this book will also work just fine as a general introduction to all the story principles I cover in my workshops.
But in this book, we’re also going to look at some particular storytelling tricks of writing love, with ten full story breakdowns of popular and classic romance films.
One powerfully effective technique of developing stronger stories that I am always trying to demonstrate to writers is the idea of working with a Master List, that is, a Top Ten list of their own favorite stories in their specific genre. So it made sense for me to organize this new book by making my own list of ten love stories and analyzing those in-depth, looking closely at how these films handle key elements, both of general storytelling and those elements specific to love stories. (I’ve focused the breakdowns mostly on romantic comedy rather than darker subgenres like urban fantasy, although I do include a romantic suspense and romantic adventure, and a romantic fantasy. I’ll have to save paranormal thrillers and urban fantasy for another book.)
As I worked my way through the list I was finding patterns and elements of love stories that I’d never been consciously aware of before, but after my third or fourth story breakdown I realized how very common certain elements are to love stories of all kinds, and how helpful it is to know and name those elements every time you start out to write a love story — or love subplot.
It’s my hope that you will have the same breakthroughs and discoveries of your own, about whatever genre you work in, as we work through the stories and elements in this book.
So let’s get started, with a general story structure review.
There are four pillars to these techniques we’re going to be working with:
1. Basic film story structure: the Three-Act, Eight-Sequence structure.
USC Film School teaches it, the screenwriting story structure gurus teach it, all film execs and producers are aware of it even if it’s only in a vague way, and even screenwriters who claim not to follow this structure pattern (and I could name names!) do it to some extent or another. Now you’re going to learn it.
2. The concept of story patterns, types, or kinds.
Along with breaking down basic story structure that is applicable to all genres, we’re going to start looking at the dozens — well, more like hundreds — of story patterns that exist within that basic structure, such as the Chosen One story, the Three-Brother or Three-Sister structure, the Road Trip, False Identity, Reluctant Witness, Fish Out Of Water, the Magical Day … The list is as long as your imagination. I’m not exaggerating when I say this may be the most important concept you ever learn about story structure.
3. Story elements and structures specific to romance and love stories.
Throughout the book I’ll be identifying key story elements and story patterns common to romance, and using examples from popular and classic movies to illustrate these elements.
4. Your own personalized story structure notebook.
In addition to teaching that general Three-Act, Eight-Sequence structure, and analyzing specific story patterns and specific techniques of writing love stories, this book will help you create your own, personalized story structure and genre manual, using novels and films that are specific to the story and genre you’re working on — and more importantly, that have had the maximum emotional and intellectual effect on you.
It’s very simple: in order to write stories like the ones that move you, you need to look at the specific stories that affect you and figure out what those authors and filmmakers are doing to get the effect they do. So you are going to be making a lot of lists: lists of your favorite movies, lists of your favorite hero/ines, lists of your favorite endings.
Every genre has its own structural patterns and its own tricks; screenwriter Ryan Rowe says it perfectly: “Every genre has its own game that it’s playing with the audience.”
For example: With a mystery, the game is “Whodunit?” You are going to toy with a reader or audience’s expectations and lead them down all kinds of false paths with red herrings so that they are constantly in the shoes of the hero/ine, trying to figure the puzzle out.
But with a romantic comedy or classic romance, there’s no mystery involved. We know 99.99% of the time the hero and heroine are going to end up together. The game in that genre is often to show, through the hero and heroine, how we are almost always our own worst enemies in love, and how we throw up all kinds of obstacles in our own paths to keep ourselves from getting what we want.
So if you’re writing a story like Roman Holiday, it’s not going to help you much to study Apocalypse Now. A story that ends with a fallen hero/ine is not going to have the same story shape as one that ends with a transcended hero/ine (although if both kinds of films end up on your list of favorite stories, you might find one is the other in reverse. That’s why you need to make your own lists!)
Once you start looking at the games that genres play, you will also start to understand the games that you most love, and that you want to play with your readers and audience.
I’m primarily a thriller writer and my personal favorite game when I’m watching or writing thrillers is: “Is it supernatural or is it psychological?” I love to walk the line between the real and unreal, so I am constantly creating story situations in which there are multiple plausible explanations for the weird stuff that’s going on, including mental illness, drug-induced hallucinations, and outright fraud. That’s why my master list for any thriller novel or script I write will almost always include The Haunting of Hill House and The Shining, both classic books (and films) that walk the line between the supernatural and the psychological.
And I’ve found that when I write love stories (as in the paranormal series I’ve been doing) or love subplots in my thrillers, I am looking for magical elements as well: the working of synchronicity or fate, the influence of a magical day, and lots of fairy tale elements — all of which are story elements you see working in Sleepless In Seattle, Next Stop Wonderland, Groundhog Day, Notting Hill, and Four Weddings and a Funeral, just to name a few examples.
But what works for me structurally is not necessarily going to do it for you. That’s why my primary goal here is to teach you how to do this for yourself.
If you take the time to list, study and analyze the books and films that have had the greatest impact on you personally, or that are structurally similar to the story you’re writing, or both, that’s when you really start to master your craft. Making the lists and analyzing those stories will help you brainstorm your own, unique versions of scenes and meta-structures that work in the stories on your master list; it will help you figure out how your particular story will work. And doing this analysis will embed story structure in your head so that constructing a story becomes a fun and natural process for you.
Another great benefit of making the master list is that it helps you “brand” yourself as an author. Agents, editors, publishing houses, publicists, sales reps, bookstores, reviewers, Amazon, media interviewers, librarians, and most importantly, your readers — all of these people want to be able to categorize you and your books. You need to be able to tell all of these people exactly what it is you write, and why it’s unique. That’s part of your job as a professional author.
So the first order of business is to make your master list.
And I encourage you to splurge on a nice big beautiful notebook to work in. We poor writers live so much in our heads it’s important to give ourselves toys and rewards to make the work feel less like work, and also to cut down on the drinking.
ASSIGNMENT: Go to an office or stationery store or shop online and find yourself a wonderful notebook to work in.
ASSIGNMENT: List ten books and films that are similar to your own story in structure and/or genre (at least five movies and three books if you’re writing a book, mostly movies if you’re writing a script).
Or if you’re trying to decide on the right project to work on, then make a list of ten books and films that you wish you had written.
I might as well let you know that you’re also going to be making lists of:
• 10 great hero/ines
• 10 great villains
• 10 best endings
So if you’re one of those efficient types I’ve heard talk of, and want to get started on those while you’re brainstorming, it’s always interesting to see how much crossover there is on these lists.
Remember, this list isn’t written in stone! You can change anything you like on it at any time. And honestly, when you’re first doing these lists, it’s often most useful to write the first ten films and books that come to mind, regardless of genre. Doing it fast and without thinking about it too consciously might show you something you never realized about what you’re writing.
ANALYZING YOUR LIST
Now that you’ve got your list, and a brand-new notebook to keep it in, let’s take a look at what you’ve come up with. Here’s my love story list:
• Four Weddings and a Funeral
• Next Stop Wonderland
• Notorious
• Bridget Jones’ Diary
• Notting Hill
• When Harry Met Sally
• Philadelphia Story
• Rebecca
• Bringing Up Baby
• Much Ado About Nothing
• Casablanca
• Sleepless in Seattle
• Lost in Translation
(That’s a list of more than ten, just to demonstrate that the list is whatever you want it to be.)
Now, that’s a list of romantic comedy, which is more along the lines of typical romance, which demands a happily-ever-after ending; classic romance, Casablanca and Rebecca; and subplot romance, like Notorious. As I explained, I’m not delving into urban fantasy and paranormal this time.
Four Weddings and a Funeral and Philadelphia Story are probably my favorites of that list.
Four Weddings appeals to me on a very personal level because writer Richard Curtis, as is his wont, is not just exploring love relationships between two people, or several sets of two people, but also the group love dynamic of a posse of friends. In fact, in that movie, the group dynamic is one of the factors keeping the hero, Charlie (Hugh Grant) from settling down to marry — and has kept every single one of the others single, except for the one truly married couple in the group, the gay couple who can’t legally marry. (Wonderful, scathing truth there).
That group dynamic has always resonated deeply with me, and I imagine it struck a chord for a lot of people. Also, in terms of high concept, the film is great because most of us have experienced that totally exhausting year that every single person you know gets married and your entire social calendar revolves around weddings. I certainly could relate to Hugh Grant burying his head under a pillow as yet another embossed linen envelope arrived in the mail.
But the real beauty of Four Weddings is the underlying theme that there is something magical about a wedding that opens the door to love, not just for the couple involved, but potentially for everyone who attends. The structure of the film is a round-robin, where at each wedding at least two people find the loves of their lives, and we see one of those weddings next, or the preparation for a wedding, or at least the deepening of the relationship with a promise of marriage. This is something I think most of us would like to believe about weddings: that there is an encompassing magic there, a kairos, that invites something life-changing. That story truly delivered on that theme.
When Harry Met Sally is an enduring romantic comedy, not just because of the great chemistry between Billy Crystal and Meg Ryan and the charming documentary clips of elderly couples talking about how they met and fell in love, but because it explores a strong theme: Can a man and woman ever really be friends? And we experience the great treat of watching Billy and Meg first become friends and then fall in love.
Next Stop Wonderland and Sleepless in Seattle are examples of the theme of the soul mate — that there is someone out there who is destined for you, and that the Universe will guide you to that person. Next Stop Wonderland shows two people whose paths cross over and over again, with all kinds of attendant signs that these two people are supposed to be together — but they don’t meet until the last few seconds of the movie. Sleepless in Seattle explores the same kind of fatedness, and similarly keeps the hero and heroine apart until the end of the movie. I admit, this kind of thing just turns me inside out. I would love to believe that there is one person who is all that, and that all of life is conspiring to help you find that person.
Lost in Translation is a bittersweet variation on the soul mate theme: Bill Murray and Scarlett Johansson are two married people (married to other people!) in spiritual crisis who meet each other in a posh hotel in Japan. They are drawn to each other despite their marriages and the big age difference between them, and we feel a simultaneous HOPE and FEAR that they will get together. We want it at the same time we sense it’s wrong. But the story is really about — to me — the concept that we may have lived multiple past lives, with multiple lovers, and sometimes in the midst of a crisis, one of those soul mates will show up to guide you through the dark woods … but not necessarily stay with you. In the Final Battle (the film’s climax), Bill does not sleep with Scarlett, and they part ways, but their lives have been transformed by each other nonetheless.
Notting Hill is an interesting story because there’s no one person who’s the antagonist (even though Alec Baldwin does a charming turn as the rival, the movie star boyfriend). The real obstacle to Hugh Grant’s and Julia Roberts’ relationship is her fame, and each sequence explores a different aspect of that celebrity and how it keeps the couple apart.
Philadelphia Story has a very sophisticated underlying premise: Cary Grant knows that Katharine Hepburn will never be able to love him fully until she steps off her pedestal and has a roll in the mud. It’s only after she abandons herself and sleeps with Jimmy Stewart (oh, come on, you know they did!), that she is fully human to love Cary.
A lot of the stories on your own list will probably be in one particular genre: thriller, horror, mystery, romance, paranormal, historical, science fiction, fantasy, women’s fiction, YA (Young Adult, which has all its own subgenres). And odds are that genre is what you write.
(If you’re not clear on what your genre is, I suggest you take your master list to the library or your local independent bookstore and ask your librarian or bookseller what genre those books and films fall into. These people are a writer’s best friends; please use them, and be grateful!)
But there will also always be a few stories on your list that have nothing to do with your dominant genre, some complete surprises, and those wild cards are sometimes the most useful for you to analyze structurally. Always trust something that pops into your head as belonging on your list. The list tells you who you are as a writer. What you are really listing are your secret thematic preferences. You can learn volumes from these lists if you are willing to go deep.
Every time I teach a story structure class it’s always fascinating for me to hear people’s lists, one after another, because it gives me such an insight into the particular uniqueness of the stories each of those writers is working toward telling.
You need to create your list, and break those stories down to see why they have such an impact on you — because that's the kind of impact that you want to have on your readers. my list isn't going to do that for you. Our tastes and writing and themes and turn-ons are too different, even if they're very similar.
There’s another thing that my list says about me. Quite a few stories on that list are fairy tales of some sort, and the fairy tale structure is one I use over and over in my own writing. But instead of launching right into fairy tale structure (and confusing everyone completely!), I want to give that discussion its own chapter later, after we finish talking about basic structure.
And the first thing you need to understand about structure is the concept of PREMISE.
I am always at one author event or another, which always entails doing the chat thing with people in the bar or whatever pre-dinner cocktail party, and I am always finding myself in basically the same conversation with some aspiring author who has just finished a book. The conversation goes like this:
Me: “What’s your book about?”
Aspiring Author: “Oh, I can’t really describe it in a few sentences— there’s just so much going on in it.”
WRONG ANSWER.
The time to know what your book is about is before you start it, and you damn well better know what it’s about by the time it’s finished and people, like, oh, you know, agents and editors, are asking you what it’s about.
And here’s another tip. When people ask you what your book is about, the answer is not “War” or “Family” or “Betrayal,” even though your book might be about one or all of those things. Those words don’t distinguish your book from any of the millions of books about those subjects.
When people ask you what your book is about, what they are really asking is: “What’s the premise?” In other words, “What’s the story line in one easily understandable sentence?”
That one sentence is also referred to as a “logline” or “one line” (in Hollywood), or “the elevator pitch” (in publishing), or “the TV Guide pitch.” It all means the same thing.
That sentence should give you a sense of the entire story: the character of the protagonist, the character of the antagonist, the conflict, the setting, the tone, the stakes, the genre.
If you’re writing a comedy, that one-line premise should be funny in itself, and also suggest a whole series of comic situations.
If you’re writing suspense, then the danger and fear factor should be clear in the premise, and again, the situation should suggest a whole series of scary situations and danger on multiple levels.
And — it should make whoever hears it want to read the book or see the movie. Preferably immediately. It should make the person you tell it to light up and say: “Ooh, that sounds great!” and “Where do I buy it?”
And if you pitch your premise to another writer and they say, “I could really kill you,” you know you’ve hit the jackpot.
Writing a premise sentence is a bit of an art, but it’s a critical art for authors, and screenwriters, and playwrights. You need to do this well to sell a book, to pitch a movie, to apply for a grant. You will need to do it well when your agent, and your publicist, and the sales department of your publishing house, and the reference librarian, or that Amazon Kindle uploading screen asks you for a one-sentence book description, or jacket copy, or ad copy. You will use that sentence over and over and over again in radio and TV interviews, on panels, and in bookstores (over and over and over again) when potential readers ask you, “So what’s your book about?” and you have about one minute to get them hooked enough to buy the book.
And even before all that, the premise is the map of your book when you’re writing it.
So what are some examples of premise lines?
Name these books/movies:
• When a great white shark starts attacking beachgoers in a coastal town during high tourist season, a water-phobic sheriff must assemble a team to hunt it down before it kills again.
• A young female FBI trainee must barter personal information with an imprisoned psychopathic genius in order to catch a serial killer who is capturing and killing young women for their skins.
• A treasure-hunting archeologist races over the globe to find the legendary Lost Ark of the Covenant before Hitler’s minions can acquire and use it to supernaturally power the Nazi army.
Are those perfectly stated premises? No. But you do get what each story is, right? Notice how all of these premises contain:
– A defined protagonist
– A powerful antagonist
– A sense of the setting, conflict and stakes
– A sense of how the action will play out
Another interesting thing about these premises is that in all three, the protagonists are up against forces that seem much bigger than the protagonist.
Let’s try some love premises:
• A commitment-phobic Englishman falls in love with a beautiful, elusive American during a year in which all the people around him seem to be marrying and finding their mates at a round robin of four weddings — and a funeral.
• A lonely widower and a lonely journalist who live on opposite sides of the country fall in love with each other without ever having met.
• A man and a woman debate the theory that a man and a woman can never really be friends over a period of years in which they become best friends, and then fall in love.
Note that I have not described any of those stories as “This Blockbuster Movie meets That Blockbuster Movie.”
This is a very common mistake that authors make. There is no faster way to make an agent’s, or editor’s, or producer’s, or director’s eyes glaze over than to pitch your book as “It’s When Harry Met Sally meets Jaws!!!!”
Remember that this “method” of pitching was immortalized in The Player, a movie that is a satire of Hollywood. The famous pitch: “It’s Out of Africa meets Pretty Woman!!!” was a joke.
That is not to say it is not done. In fact, the Kirkus review of The Harrowing included the line: “Poltergeist meets The Breakfast Club,” and you better believe my publisher jumped on that and put it on the cover of the paperback. This is a literal description of my book, and I bless Kirkus every day for saying it.
But I, the author, am not allowed to say that. It’s cheating. It’s a joke. You can say it as shorthand to your agent, or to your friends, and your agent can say it that way to your editor.
But I would never pitch it that way myself. It’s just too risky. It’s not the way to sell your book to someone you don’t know. The risk, bluntly, is coming off as an amateur. With your own pitch, you need to be detailed and you need to be specific.
Here’s my premise line for The Harrowing:
Five troubled college students left alone on their isolated campus over the long Thanksgiving break confront their own demons and a mysterious presence — that may or may not be real.
I wrote that sentence to quickly convey all the elements I want to get across about this book.
Who’s the story about? Five college kids, and “alone” and “troubled” characterize them in a couple of words. Not only are they alone and troubled, they have personal demons. What’s the setting? An isolated college campus, and it’s Thanksgiving: fall, going on winter. Bleak, spooky. Plus, if it’s Thanksgiving, why are they on campus instead of home with their families?
Who’s the antagonist? A mysterious presence. What’s the conflict? It’s inner and outer; it will be the kids against themselves, and also against this mysterious presence. What are the stakes? Well, not so clear, but there’s a sense of danger involved with any mysterious presence.
And there are a lot of clues to the genre: it sounds like something supernatural is going on, but there’s also a sense that it’s psychological, because the kids are troubled and this presence may or may not be real, so there’s a mystery there. There’s a sense of danger, too, possibly on several levels.
The best way to learn how to write a good premise line is to practice. I encourage you to take the master list of films and books you’ve made and for each story, write a one-sentence premise that contains all these story elements: protagonist, antagonist, conflict, stakes, setting, atmosphere and genre.
If you need a lot of examples all at once, pick up a copy of the TV Guide, or click through the descriptions of movies on your TiVo or DVR. Those aren’t usually the best written premises, but they do get the point across, and it will get you thinking about stories in brief.
But the very best thing you can do is to spend some time writing out the premises for your master list. Not only is it great practice for crafting premise lines, but it will give you a terrific sense of the elements that you want to see in a story, and quite possibly a good sense of the story patterns that you most enjoy.
ASSIGNMENT: Write out premise lines for each story on your master list, and for your own Work In Progress (WIP).
Do it now, and add those to your fabulous new notebook.
I don’t want to overload anyone on this difficult concept up front, but if you’re comfortable with the idea of premise, you might want to go to Chapter 25 now and continue reading on the High Concept Premise.
And if you don’t have a premise line yet, that’s just fine; the next chapter is about finding that perfect idea.
Generating the initial idea is a part of the writing process that people rarely spend enough time on, and it is crucial if you want to develop a riveting book, even more crucial if you have any hope of earning money as a writer. You are going to spend two years of your life, minimum, on this book of yours (and that's truly a minimum). So even if you do have a great idea already, or if you’re launching into a second draft, I think the thought processes laid out in this chapter are an important step to work through. It’s really useful to allow yourself to do free-form brainstorming, to see what themes and characters are rolling around in your head that might just help you with the new project. Don't you think you better be sure this is the right book to write before you start?
And if you don’t have that great idea yet, this is the way to uncover it.
When people ask authors, “Where do you get your ideas?” authors tend to clam up or worse, get sarcastic — because the only real answer to that is, “Where don’t I get ideas?” or even more to the point, “How do I turn these ideas off?”
The thing is, “Where do you get your ideas?” is not the real question these people are asking. The real question is “How do you go from an idea to a coherent story line that holds up — and holds a reader’s interest - for 400 pages of a book?” Or more concisely: “How do you come up with your PREMISES?”
We all have story ideas all the time. Even non-writers, and non-aspiring writers — I truly mean, everyone – has story ideas all the time. Those story ideas are called daydreams, or fantasies, or often “Porn starring me and Edward Cullen, or me and Stringer Bell,” (or maybe both. Wrap your mind around that one for a second … )
But you see what I mean.We all create stories in our own heads all the time, minimal as some of our plot lines may be. So I bet you have dozens of ideas, hundreds. The real question is: “What’s a good story idea?”
I see two essential ingredients:
a) What idea gets you excited enough to spend a year or two or more of your life completely immersed in it?
and
b) Gets other people excited enough about it to buy it and read it and even maybe possibly make it into a movie or TV series with an amusement park ride spinoff and a Guess clothing line based on the story?
Just a) is fine if you only want to write for yourself.
But both a) and b) are essential if you want to be a professional writer.
I’m all about learning by making lists. Because let’s face it – we have to trick ourselves into writing, every single day, and what could be simpler and more non-threatening than making a list? Anything to avoid the actual rest of it!
So here are two lists to do to get those ideas flowing, and then we can start to narrow it all down to the best one.
List # 1: Make a list of all your story ideas.
Yes, you read that right. All of them.
This is a great exercise because it gets your subconscious churning and invites it to choose what it truly wants to be working on. Your subconscious knows way more than you do about writing. None of us can do the kind of deep work that writing is all on our own. And with a little help from the Universe you could find yourself writing the next Harry Potter or Twilight.
Also this exercise gives you an overall idea of what your THEMES are as a writer (and very likely the themes you have as a person). I absolutely believe that writers only have about six or seven themes that they’re dealing with over and over and over again. It’s my experience that your writing improves exponentially when you become more aware of the themes that you’re working with.
You may be amazed, looking over this list that you’ve generated, how much overlap there is in theme (and in central characters, hero/ines and villains, and dynamics between characters, and tone of endings).
You may even find that two of your story ideas, or a premise line plus a character from a totally different premise line, might combine to form a bigger, more exciting idea.
But in any case, you should have a much better idea at the end of the exercise of what turns you on as a writer, and what would sustain you emotionally over the long process of writing a novel.
Then just let that percolate for a while. Give yourself a little time for the right idea to take hold of you. You’ll know what that feels like; it’s a little like falling in love.
List # 2: The Master List
The other list we’ve already talked about: that list of your ten favorite movies and books in the genre that you’re writing, or if you don’t have a premise yet, ten movies and books that you wish you had written.
It’s good to compare and contrast your idea list with this ideal list.
This list of ten (or more, if you want – ten is just a minimum!) – is going to be enormously helpful to you in structuring and outlining your own novel.
These exercises can easily take a week of straight writing. Read this whole book through first, see some movies, do the breakdowns, work the process however you want to do it – but no matter how you approach it, I hope you come back and try the suggestions in this chapter. It’s a hundred percent worth doing.
Now that you have an idea, or a lot of them, it’s time to narrow it down a little to just one premise, and be clear about it. Many people struggle mightily with premise. In those initial stages of writing, when your story seems like a hurricane of characters, scene ideas, visual images, and snippets of dialogue, it is so hard to nail precisely what it is that is going to bind the whole wonderful mess together. Believe me, I know.
So before we move on to general overall structure, I want to briefly introduce you to an idea that may help you nail your premise down. It’s actually one of the most important things you will ever learn about structuring a book, or movie, or play: the idea of story patterns or types. You can call it anything you want, but I always think of it as:
What KIND of story is it?
While everything I’m going to talk about concerning general story structure is going to be useful for you, I really think that the best thing that you can do to help yourself with story structure is to look at and compare in depth 5-10 (ten being best!) stories – films, novels, and plays – that are similar in kind (or structural pattern) to yours. Because different kinds of stories have different and very specific structural arcs, and those structures have their own unique and essential elements which are incredibly useful to be aware of so you can use them for yourself.
The KIND of story a story is does not always have anything to do with genre. Let me use a couple of recent movie examples to illustrate this.
– What genre would you call Inception? Something like a sci-fi thriller, right? It’s futuristic, it uses dream technology, it has thriller elements and action. But what really drives Inception is that it’s a caper story (you could also say a heist, or reverse heist), like The Sting, Ocean’s 11, Armageddon, The Hot Rock, and Topkapi. The structure of Inception is a professional dream burglar gathering a team of professionals to pull off a big job, then training for and executing that job. That’s the action of the story. And that’s what made Inception stand out: it crosses a caper story with a sci-fi thriller.
– The Hangover is a guy comedy. But the structure of the story is a traditional mystery: the groom has gone missing during a wild blackout night of a bachelor party, and his friends have to follow the clues to piece together what happened that night and get the groom back (before the wedding!). The action of the story is unraveling that mystery to find the groom. So if you’re writing a story like The Hangover, you want to be looking at how mysteries are put together just as much as you want to be learning from comedies.
– Leap Year is a romantic comedy, but the structure of the story is a road trip: the action of the story is a journey across Ireland. And if you’re writing a road trip story you can learn a lot from taking a look at road trip stories in all genres: Planes, Trains and Automobiles, It Happened One Night, Thelma and Louise, even Natural Born Killers.
So while it’s important to know the general, Three-Act, Eight-Sequence structure, and it’s important to know the patterns of the particular genre you’re writing in, it’s sometimes even more useful to identify the KIND of story you’re writing within that genre.
Once you know the kind of story you’re writing, you can look at examples of that particular story pattern and get a sense of the structural elements and tricks common to that story pattern – the key scenes a reader wants and expects to see in these stories. A Mistaken Identity story, for example, will almost always have threat of discovery, a confidante who knows the score, numerous tests of the hero/ine’s story, scenes of trapping the hero/ine into the role, scenes of the role starting to backfire, and of course, a big unmasking scene, usually at the climax of Act III. Identifying these expected scenes and taking a look at how other storytellers have handled them is a great way of brainstorming unique and fun scenes of your own (See Tootsie, While You Were Sleeping, Roman Holiday).
So what are these story types?
The late and much-missed Blake Snyder said that all film stories break down into just ten patterns that he outlined in his Save The Cat! books. Dramatist Georges Polti claimed there are Thirty-Six Dramatic Situations and outlined those in his classic book.
I think those books on the subject are truly useful; as I say often, I think you should read everything. But I believe you also have to get much more specific than ten plots or even thirty-six.
(I also think it’s plainly lazy to use someone else’s analysis of a story pattern instead of identifying your own. Relying on anyone else’s analysis, and that for sure includes mine, is not going to make you the writer you want to be.)
Personally, I think there are hundreds of story types and kinds.
In a workshop I taught recently, there was a reluctant witness story, a wartime romance story, an ensemble mystery plot, a mentor plot, a heroine in disguise plot, a high school sleuth story. And others.
Each of those stories has a story pattern that you could force into one of ten general overall patterns – I guess – but they also have unique qualities that would get completely lost in such a generalization. And all of those stories could also be categorized in other ways besides “reluctant witness” or “hero in disguise”.
Harry Potter, for example, is what you could call a King Arthur story – the Chosen One coming into his or her own (also see Star Wars, The Matrix…) but it is told as a traditional mystery, with clues and red herrings and the three kids playing detectives (high school sleuth). It’s also got strong fairy tale elements. So if you’re writing a story that combines those three (and more) types of stories, looking at examples of any of those types of stories is going to help you brainstorm and structure your own story.
If you find you’re writing a “reluctant witness” story, whether it’s a detective story, a sci-fi setting, a period piece, or a romance, it’s extremely useful to look at other stories you like that fall into that “reluctant witness” category – like Witness, The Man Who Knew Too Much, Conspiracy Theory, Someone To Watch Over Me, Collateral.
If you’re writing a mentor plot, you could take a look at The Princess Diaries, Silence of the Lambs, Searching for Bobby Fischer, An Officer and a Gentleman, Dirty Dancing – all stories in completely different genres with strong mentor plot lines, with vastly different mentor types.
A Mysterious Stranger or Traveling Angel story has a very specific plotline, too: a “fixer” character comes into the life of a main character, or characters, and turns it upside down – for the good. And the main character, not the Mysterious Stranger, is the one with the character arc (look at Mary Poppins, Shane, Nanny McPhee, and Lee Child's Jack Reacher books).
A Cinderella story, well, where do you even start? Pretty Woman, Cinderella, of course, Arthur, Rebecca, Suspicion, Maid in Manhattan, Slumdog Millionaire, Notting Hill, My Fair Lady, Funny Girl.
A deal with the devil story: The Firm, Silence of the Lambs, Damn Yankees, The Little Mermaid, Rosemary’s Baby, The Picture of Dorian Gray, Devil’s Advocate.
And you might violently disagree with some of my examples, or have a completely different designation for what kind of story some of the above are …
But that is exactly my point. You have to create your own definitions of types of stories, and find your own examples to help you learn what works in those stories. All of writing is about creating your own rules and believing in them.
So this is what I'm trying to say. Identifying genres is not enough. Knowing how general story structure works is not enough. What’s the kind of story you’re writing – by your own definition?
When you start to get specific about that, that’s when your writing starts to get truly interesting.
And when you look at great examples of the type of story you're writing, you'll find yourself coming up with your own, specific story elements checklist, that goes much farther than a general story elements checklist ever could.
Here are just a few dozen examples to get you started brainstorming types of stories:
• Caper/Heist/Con (Inception, Topkapi, Ocean’s 11, Armageddon)
• Mythic Journey or Hero’s Journey (The Wizard of Oz, Lord of the Rings, Star Wars)
• Mentor story (Karate Kid, Good Will Hunting, Dirty Dancing, Silence of The Lambs, An Officer and a Gentleman, The King’s Speech)
• Mystery (too many to list!)
• Cinderella story (Notting Hill, Slumdog Millionaire, Pretty Woman, Titanic)
• The Soul Journey (Eat Pray Love, The Razor’s Edge, Lost Horizon)
• MacGuffin story (“MacGuffin” was Hitchcock’s term for the object or person that everyone in the story wants and is usually racing or fighting to get, like the Ark of the Covenant in Raiders of the Lost Ark, the Maltese Falcon in The Maltese Falcon, the treasure map and the emerald in Romancing the Stone)
• Mistaken Identity or False Identity (Tootsie, While You Were Sleeping, Sommersby, Beloved, Roman Holiday, You’ve Got Mail)
• The Wrong Man (Hitchcock loved to do this type of thriller, with an innocent falsely accused, or set up: The Wrong Man, North by Northwest)
• Forbidden Love (Lost in Translation, Butterfield 8, Casablanca, Sea of Love, Someone to Watch Over Me, Water for Elephants, Roman Holiday)
• Mysterious Stranger or Traveling Angel (Mary Poppins, Shane, the Reacher books, Mrs. Doubtfire, Nanny McPhee)
• Three Brothers (The Godfather, The Deerhunter, Mystic River)
• Reluctant Witness (Witness, Conspiracy Theory, Someone to Watch Over Me)
• Wartime Romance (Casablanca, From Here to Eternity, Gone with the Wind)
• High School Sleuth (Brick, Twilight, Harry Potter stories)
• Trapped (Die Hard, The Poseidon Adventure)
• The Wrong Brother – or Wrong Sister (While You Were Sleeping, Holiday)
• Road Trip (Leap Year; Natural Born Killers; Planes, Trains and Automobiles; It Happened One Night; Thelma and Louise, French Kiss)
• Fairy Tale (there are dozens of sub-genres here, including Cinderella, the Animal Groom, The Three Brothers, The Journey To Find The Lost Loved One, etc.)
• Epic (Gone with the Wind, Gladiator, Kingdom of Heaven, Troy)
• Monster in the House (Alien, The Exorcist, Paranormal Activity, The Haunting)
• The Roommate from Hell (or best friend from hell, first date from hell, neighbor from hell: Fatal Attraction, Morningside Heights, Single White Female, The Roommate)
• Rashomon (Rashomon)
• Redemption (Groundhog Day, Jaws)
• Hero Falls (Chinatown, The Godfather, The Shining)
• Alternate Reality (It’s a Wonderful Life, Groundhog Day, Back to the Future)
A variation of this is “The Road Not Taken” story (Sliding Doors, Family Man)
• Chase/On the Run (The Fugitive, Thelma And Louise, Natural Born Killers)
• Lovers Handcuffed Together (Leap Year, What Happens in Vegas, The Proposal)
• Enemies Handcuffed Together (The Defiant Ones)
• Gaslight (Gaslight, So Evil My Love, Let’s Scare Jessica to Death)
• Alien Attack (Signs, The Day the World Ended, Invasion of the Body Snatchers)
• Slasher (or Ten Little Indians, which was the play and film that started off that genre)
• Changeling Child (Rosemary’s Baby, The Exorcist, The Orphan, Harry Potter)
• Man Against Nature (Jaws, Twister)
• Fish Out of Water (The Proposal, New in Town)
• Ensemble Mystery Plot (Murder on The Orient Express, The Last of Laura, The Spiral Staircase)
• Ensemble Romance (Four Weddings and a Funeral)
• Impostor (While You Were Sleeping, Tootsie)
• The Therapeutic Journey (Good Will Hunting, The Sixth Sense, The King’s Speech)
• Unreliable Narrator (The Usual Suspects, Fallen, The Sixth Sense)
• A Man’s Gotta Do What A Man’s Gotta Do (Jaws, High Noon)
• Descent Into Madness (Apocalypse Now, The Shining, Black Swan, Sunset Boulevard)
And that doesn’t even scratch the surface! Are you starting to get the idea? Have you even already thought of a few of your own that I haven’t listed?
Why not start a section in your notebook to collect all the story types you’re going to be looking out for from now on? Create your own names for them – just like I did above. There’s no right or wrong, here. And the story types you notice are the ones you’re likely to be attracted to in your own writing.
ASSIGNMENT: Take your master list and think through each story. What KINDS of stories are working in each one? There will almost always be more than one kind of story working, but try to identify at least one for each at first.
ASSIGNMENT: Take at look at your own WIP or premise. What KIND of story is that? Do you know? That would be a good thing to figure out, right?
Okay! Now that we have our own master lists and premises, and a hint of the vast variety of story patterns that are available to us out there to use, we are going to step back and talk about basic filmic structure. No matter what KIND of story you’re writing, and no matter what genre it is, it’s almost certainly going to follow this basic storytelling structure, so we need to be clear about that right away.
Movies almost always follow a three-act structure. That means that a 110-page script (and that’s 110 minutes of screen time – a script page is equal to one minute of film time) is broken into an Act One of roughly 30 pages or 30 minutes, an Act Two of roughly 60 pages or 60 minutes, and an Act Three of roughly 20 pages or 20 minutes, because as everyone knows, the climax of a story speeds up and condenses action. If you’re structuring a book, you use the same proportions. In a 400-page book, Act One is about 100 pages (p. 1-100), Act Two is 200 pages (p. 100-300), and Act Three is 100 pages (p. 300-400).
WHY THE THREE-ACT STRUCTURE?
So what is this Three-Act Structure, anyway, and why should you care?
If you know anything about theater you already know this, but I’m sad to have to admit this is not the case for most people these days. So here’s a little – very short! – practical history, that I hope will really drive home the concept of Act Climaxes we are going to be working with.
Three-Act dramatic structure comes from theater, which was around waaaaayy before novels, film, and television; the golden age of Greek theater was, oh, 500-300 B.C., and in this period was developed the dramatic structure on which plays, novels, film and television are based.
Dramatists would be the first to point out that three-act structure is really the natural structure of a story, period, and has been employed since cavemen came back from the hunt and insisted on recounting their huge life-threatening adventures out there to the cavewomen (who naturally had great adventures of their own during the day, but were wise enough to understand even back in those cave days that there are some things men just don’t need to know).
It is often said that the essence of dramatic structure is:
“Get the hero up a tree. Throw rocks at him. Get him down.”
That’s three acts right there. A little simplistic for my taste, but it does give a basic rhythm: Introduce a main character and a problem, intensify the problem, then solve it.
Another bare-bones structure summation that you hear a lot is:
Someone wants something very badly and is having trouble getting it (but eventually does, or doesn’t).
Again, three parts: a heroine with a desire, opposition to the desire, and eventual triumph (or failure).
That basic three-part rhythm of storytelling was set into a standard form by the classical Greek playwrights and is still largely the same today, not just in plays, but in all dramatic media.
Now, wait a minute, you may be saying. Shakespeare’s plays have five acts.
Well, yes, good call! But if you look at Elizabethan plays, their Acts I and II constitute what we’ve been talking about as Act I, their Acts III and IV comprise our Act II, and Act V is Act III (shorter than the others, which the third act almost always is).
Plays were the form of storytelling for thousands of years, because most of the populace of any country couldn’t read, and there was no television yet. So, until the invention of the Gutenberg press, which made the printed word available cheaply (that was 1436, and yes, there was moveable type in China in 1041, but it wasn’t used for mass production and didn’t have the world impact that the Gutenberg press did), plays were the entertainment of the populace (music and sports are different media). The novel wasn’t even invented until – well, that’s up for debate, but anywhere from 1007 to 1740: you can Google “Candidates for the world’s first novel” and decide for yourself.
So because they were the reigning form of dramatic entertainment for thousands of years, plays have had an indelible influence on all of the dramatic media. And what’s important to understand about the structure of plays is that they’re based on how long human beings can reasonably sit in one place without getting bored, restless, hungry, thirsty, and just numb in the posterior – and walking out on the show.
Right?
Same with movies. Admit it – anything over two hours and you’re going to start checking the time on your cell phone.
So plays built in the concept of intermissions, so that people could have breaks and go out and refresh themselves, and sponsors could hawk their wares and make money off the show. Commercials have history, too.
But the tricky thing about intermissions is that once people are out in the lobby drinking and flirting and smoking and doing what they do on a Saturday night, their natural tendency is to want to keep drinking and flirting and all those things that drinking and flirting hopefully lead to.
So it was absolutely crucial for the playwright to end that first act and second act, before each intermission, with something so great and enticing that the audience would come right back into the theater when the lobby lights blink, and not just go carousing into the night.
And that’s how the cliffhanger was born. The “curtain scene,” or just “curtain,” had to be so explosive – such a startling revelation or reversal, such a dramatic shift in the power dynamics of the characters – that the audience would want to come back in to the theater after intermission to find out what happens.
That curtain scene is alive and well today as act climaxes. In movies it’s not quite so evident because the film doesn’t actually stop for a break at the act climax, but that rhythm is definitely there. In network television, you do have an obvious curtain and an intermission, called a “commercial,” and woe betide you if you want to work for television and don’t understand the concept of a cliffhanger before the act break, or “act out.” (I am not a TV writer, and this is not a TV writing book, and I’m being horribly simplistic, but the actual timing of these breaks varies according to where the commercials are set, and Internet delivery of shows changes that drastically. For further information, TVwriter.com is a great resource for aspiring TV writers.)
Now, when you’re reading a book, you can take your intermission any time, and you do. But as an author, you still have to lure your reader back to your book. And readers unconsciously expect act climaxes, because they’re so accustomed to having them in movies, TV, and, yes, books. My point here is: why not understand the concept of the curtain/climax and possibly use the tricks that have kept audiences coming back into the theater, and back from commercial breaks, for thousands of years?
So I implore you: see a good play once in a while. No one does cliffhangers and reversals and revelations better than the great playwrights. Shakespeare, obviously, but any good playwright understands how to do this. For example, I find Lillian Hellman’s curtains just breathtaking; check out The Little Foxes and Another Part of the Forest to see how the whole power dynamics of a ruthless family can turn on a dime, and you can’t wait to get back into the theater to find out WHAT HAPPENS NEXT.
And that is what we’re after, right?
ASSIGNMENT: Start being on the lookout for great climaxes (or curtains or cliffhangers) – theatrical, filmic, and novelistic. In a film, you will be looking at your timer or clock at about 30 minutes, 60 minutes, and 90 minutes to find the act breaks and Midpoint climax, then the final climax at about 110 minutes; in a 400-page novel the climaxes will be around page 100, page 200, page 300, and page 380 or so. Make a page specifically for this in your notebook and add to it, so you’ll have those examples right at your fingertips whenever you need them
THE THREE-ACT, EIGHT-SEQUENCE STRUCTURE
So hopefully we now have somewhat of a grasp on the three acts.
But the real secret of film writing and filmmaking, that we are going to steal for our novel writing, is that most movies are a Three-Act, Eight-Sequence structure. Yes, most movies can be broken up into 8 discrete 12-15-minute sequences, each of which has a beginning, middle and end.
I swear.
The eight-sequence structure evolved from the early days of film when movies were divided into reels (those big physical film reels), each holding ten to twelve minutes of film (movies were also shorter, proportionately!). The projectionist had to manually change each reel as it finished. Well, you’ve probably been in a movie theater when the movie suddenly stopped playing in the middle of a crucial scene. What happens? Near-rioting, that’s what. You never want to interrupt your audience’s, or reader’s, experience of a continuous dream. So early screenwriters incorporated this rhythm of changing reels into their writing, developing sequences with their own beginning, middle, and end, that lasted exactly the length of a reel, and ending with a climactic scene, a startling action, revelation, or question that gave the audience something to wonder about during that beat of reel changing. It’s a cliffhanger kind of effect: give the audience a reason to want to know WHAT HAPPENS NEXT?
If you read older film scripts you can see the sequences numbered right there on the page. And in some older movies you can see a moment of black between sequences.
And modern films still follow that same storytelling rhythm of eight sequences. We are so unconsciously used to that rhythm of storytelling that we actually expect it, because we’ve experienced it in so many films over the course of our lifetimes.
So my point is, again: why fight that rhythm when we can make it work for us?
The eight-sequence structure actually translates beautifully to novel structuring, although you might end up with a few more sequences in the end – a book can be as long as we want it to be (allowing for publisher specifications, of course), so we can have more sequences and longer acts. But I want to get you familiar with the eight-sequence structure in film first, because it’s just a lot easier to see, initially, than it is in a book, and then we’ll go on to talk about the application to novels. As you start to look for sequences in the novels you read, you will start to see how they work there, too.
If you’re new to story breakdowns and analysis, then you’ll probably want to go straight to the Story Breakdowns section of this workbook (Part Two) and watch several, or all, of those movies, following along with my notes, before you try to analyze a movie on your own. But if you want to jump right in with your own breakdowns and analyses, this is how it works:
ASSIGNMENT: Take a film from your master list, preferably the one that is most similar in structure to your own WIP, and screen it, watching the time clock on your DVD player. At about 15 minutes into the film, there will be some sort of climax – an action scene, a revelation, a twist, a big SETPIECE (see the section on Setpiece Scenes, in Chapter 30). It probably won’t be as big as the climax that comes 30 minutes into the film, which would be the Act One climax, but it will be an identifiable climax that will spin the action into the next sequence.)
Proceed through the movie, stopping to identify the beginning, middle, and end of each sequence, approximately every 15 minutes. Also make note of the bigger climaxes or turning points: Act One Climax at 30 minutes, the Midpoint Climax at 60 minutes, Act Two Climax at 90 minutes, and Act Three Climax at whenever the movie ends.
NOTE: You can also say that a movie is really four acts, breaking the long Act Two into two separate acts. It would make more sense, really, to call it a Four-Act Structure, but it’s hard to fight several thousand years of “The Three-Act Structure.” For the purposes of this book, I break Act Two into two halves, Act II, Part 1, and Act II, Part 2.
In many movies, a sequence will take place all in the same location then move to another location after the climax of the sequence. The protagonist will generally be following just one line of action in a sequence, and then when s/he gets that vital bit of information in the climax of a sequence, s/he’ll move on to a completely different line of action, based on the new information. You can also often recognize a sequence change by a big shift from night to day, or day to night, or a time lapse. A good exercise is to title each sequence as you watch and analyze a movie; that gives you a great overall picture of the progression of action.
Also be aware that in big, sprawling movies like Gone with the Wind, and Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, sequences may be longer or there may be a few extras. It’s a formula and it doesn’t always precisely fit, but as you work through your master list of films, unless you are a surrealist at heart, you will be shocked and amazed at how many movies precisely fit this eight-sequence format. When you’re working with as rigid a form as a two-hour movie, on the insane schedule that is film production, this kind of mathematical precision is kind of a lifesaver.
My advice is that you eventually watch and analyze all ten of your master list movies (and books). But one at a time.
Then once you’ve watched a movie for basic overall structure, you should go back and watch it again and this time fill in the structure grid that I’m going to talk about in the next chapter, THE INDEX CARD METHOD.
And every time you see a movie now, for the rest of your life, look for the sequences and act climaxes. You’ll see – it becomes a game, that is also one of the best writing practices you can practice.
This is the number one structuring tool of most screenwriters I know.
Get yourself a pack of index cards. You can also use Post-Its, and the truly OCD among us use colored Post-Its to identify various subplots by color, but I find having to make those kinds of decisions just fritzes my brain. I like cards because they’re more durable and I can spread them out on the floor for me to crawl around and for the cats to walk over; it somehow feels less like work that way. Everyone has their own method –experiment and find what works best for you.
Now, get a corkboard or a sheet of cardboard big enough to lay out your index cards in either four vertical columns of 10-15 cards, or eight vertical columns of 5-8 cards, depending on whether you want to see your story laid out in four acts or eight sequences. A tri-fold board, like the ones kids use for science projects, is ideal: it’s already divided perfectly into four right-sized columns. You can get them at Office Depot or Staples for just a few bucks.
You can draw lines on the board to make a grid of spaces the size of index cards if you’re very neat (I’m not!) – or just draw four columns and a horizontal line across the middle to make eight rectangles to structure your space. Write Act One at the top of the first column, Act Two: 1 at the top of the second (or third if you’re doing eight columns), Act Two: 2 at the top of the third (or fifth), Act Three at the top of the fourth (or seventh).
Then write a card saying Act One Climax and pin it at the bottom of column one, Midpoint Climax at the bottom of column two, Act Two Climax at the bottom of column three, and Climax at the very end. If you already know what those scenes are, then write a short description of them on the appropriate cards. These are scenes that you know you must have in your story, in those places – whether or not you know what they are right now.
And now also label the beginning and end of where eight sequences will go. (In other words, you’re dividing your board into eight sections – either four long columns with two sections each, or eight shorter columns, whatever feels right to you.).
Look at Figure 1 at the end of this book for an example.
Now you have your structure grid in front of you.
What you will start to do now is brainstorm scenes, and that you do with the index cards.
A movie has about 40 to 60 scenes (a drama more like 40, an action movie more like 60). So take 40 or 60 cards, and all you do at first is write down all the scenes you know about your story, a very short description of each scene, one per card. This is the fun part, like putting together a jigsaw puzzle. You don’t have to put the cards in order yet, but if you know where they go, or approximately where they go, you can just pin them on your corkboard in approximately the right place. You can always move them around. And just like with a puzzle, once you have some scenes in place, you will naturally start to build other scenes around them.
You can also make cards for all of the Story Elements in the checklist from Chapter 7, and cards for the Love Story Elements from Chapter 22 that you might be able to use in your story. You don’t even have to know what happens in those scenes, you can just make vague and general cards like: HEROINE REVEALS HER GHOST and HERO AND HEROINE FORCED TO SHARE A BED. This is about brainstorming. The details will come. (I’m a firm believer that just asking the questions will prompt your creative brain to leap into overdrive and come up with the right scenes. Our minds and souls long to be creative, they just need us to stop stalling and get our asses in gear.)
I love the cards because they are such an overview. You can stick a bunch of vaguely related scenes together in a clump, rearrange one or two, and suddenly see a perfect progression of an entire sequence. You can throw away cards that aren’t working, or make several cards with the same scene and try them in different parts of your story board to see where that scene might fit best.
You will find it is often shockingly fast and simple to structure a whole story this way.
And this eight-sequence structure translates easily to novels. Now, if you’re structuring a novel this way, you may be doubling or tripling the scene count, but for me, the chapter count remains exactly the same: forty to sixty chapters to a book. And you might have an extra sequence or two per act, but I think that in most cases you’ll find that the number of sequences is not out of proportion to this formula. With a book, you can have anything from 250 pages to 1000 (well, you can go to 1000 only if you’re a mega-bestseller!), so the length of a sequence and the number of sequences is more variable. But an average book these days is between 300 and 400 pages, and since the recession, publishers are actually asking their authors to keep their books on the short side, to save production costs, so why not shoot for that to begin with?
I write books of between 350 – 400 pages (print pages), and I find my sequences are about 50 pages, getting shorter as I near the end. But I might also have three sequences of around 30 pages in an act that is 100 pages long. You have more leeway in a novel, but the structure remains pretty much the same.
In the next chapters we’ll talk about various obligatory scenes that you can plug into this formula to make the structuring go even more quickly: scenes that you’ll find in nearly all stories, like opening image, closing image, introduction of hero/ine, inner and outer desire, stating the theme (as early in the story as possible), call to adventure/inciting incident, introduction of allies, love interest, mentor, opponent, hero/ine’s and opponent’s plans, plants and reveals, setpieces, training sequence, dark night of the soul, sex at sixty, hero/ine’s arc, moral decision, etc.
There are separate chapters coming up for Act One, Act Two, Part 1, Act Two, Part 2, and Act Three, that detail the different elements of each act, but I thought it would be useful for you all to have just a basic list that you can use when you’re watching a film or doing the index cards for your own story, so I’ll put that list as the next chapter, for easy reference.
And for those of you who are reeling in horror at the idea of a formula … relax. It’s just a way of analyzing dramatic structure. No matter how you create a story yourself, chances are it will organically follow this flow. Think of the human body: human beings (with very few exceptions) have the exact same skeleton underneath all the complicated flesh and muscles and nerves and coloring and neurons and emotions and essences that make up a human being. No two alike … and yet a skeleton is a skeleton; it’s the foundation of a human being.
And structure is the foundation of a story.
ASSIGNMENTS: Make two blank structure grids, one for the movie you have chosen from your master list to analyze, and one for your WIP. You can just do a structure grid on a piece of paper for the movie you’ve chosen to analyze, but I recommend you also do a large corkboard or cardboard/trifold structure grid for your WIP. You can fill out one structure grid while you watch the movie you’ve chosen.
Get a pack of index cards and write down all the scenes you know about your story, and where possible, pin them onto your WIP structure grid in approximately the place they will occur. Play with those cards every day until you have a whole story mapped out.
If you are already well into your first draft, then by all means, keep writing forward, too – I don’t want you to stop your momentum. Use whatever is useful about what I’m talking about here, but also keep moving.
And if you have a completed draft and are starting a revision, a structure grid is a perfect tool to help you identify weak spots and build on what you have for a rewrite. Put your story on cards and watch how quickly you start to rearrange things that aren’t working!
Now, let me be clear. When you’re brainstorming with your index cards and you suddenly have a full-blown idea for a scene, or your characters start talking to you, then of course you should drop everything and write out the scene, see where it goes. always write when you have a hot flash. I mean – you know what I mean. Write when you’re hot.
In your initial brainstorming you may be working on four piles of material, or tracks, at once:
1. The index cards you’re brainstorming and arranging on your structure grid.
2. A notebook of random scenes, dialogue, character descriptions that are coming to you as you’re outlining, and that you can start to put in chronological order as this notebook gets bigger.
3. An expanded on-paper (or in Word) story outline that you’re compiling as you order your index cards on the structure grid.
4. A collage book of visual images that you’re pulling from magazines that give you the characters, the locations, the colors and moods of your story. (see Chapter 30, Visual Storytelling, for more about this. In fact, I strongly suggest you read the chapter on Visual Storytelling sooner rather than later.)
And at that the beginning of a project you will probably be going back and forth between all of those tracks as you build your story. Really this is my favorite part of the writing process: building the world. Which is probably part of why I stay so long on it myself. But by the time I start my first draft I have so much of the story already that it’s not anywhere near the intimidating experience it would be if I hadn’t done all that prep work.
At some point (and a deadline has a lot to do with exactly when this point comes!), I feel I know the shape of the story well enough to start that first draft. Because I come from theater, I think of my first draft as a blocking draft. When you direct a play, the first rehearsals are for blocking – which means simply getting the actors up on their feet and moving them through the play on the stage so everyone can see and feel and understand the whole shape of it. That’s what a first draft is to me, and when I start to write a first draft I just bash through it from beginning to end. It’s the most grueling part of writing, and takes the longest, but writing the whole thing out, even in the sketchiest way, from start to finish, is the best way I know to actually guarantee that I will finish a book or a script.
Everything after that initial draft is frosting; it’s seven million times easier to rewrite than to get something onto a blank page.
Then I do layer after layer after layer: different drafts for suspense, for character; sensory drafts, emotional drafts, each concentrating on a different aspect that I want to hone in the story, until the clock runs out and I have to turn the whole thing in.
But that’s my process. You have to find your own. If outlining is cramping your style, then you’re probably a “pantser” – not my favorite word, but common book jargon for a person who writes best by the seat of her pants. And if you’re a pantser, the methods I’ve been talking about have probably already made you so uncomfortable that I can’t believe you’re still here!
Still, I don’t think it hurts to read about these things. I maintain that pantsers have an intuitive knowledge of story structure – we all do, really, from having read so many books and having seen so many movies. I feel more comfortable with this rather left-brained and concrete process because I write intricate plots with twists and subplots I have to work out in advance, and also because I simply wouldn’t ever work as a screenwriter if I weren’t able to walk into a conference room and tell the executives and producers and director the entire story, beginning to end. It’s part of the job.
But maybe what you need to do is just ignore every bit of what I’ve just said, do a first draft completely by the seat of your pants, and then take a look at how you might be able to use some of these concepts to improve your book in your rewriting process.
I can’t say this enough: WHATEVER WORKS. Literally. Whatever. If it’s getting the job done, you’re golden.
A NOTE ON OVERDOING IT
Is there a danger of overdoing this structure and analysis work?
Can you overwork your outline, or try to do just too damn much – like trying to force every single one of these concepts in? Or spend so much time on outlining and reworking your structure that you never get to the actual writing?
Yes, of course you can. Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder is almost always a problem for creative people. You have to be fairly obsessed to succeed at anything, and obsession feeds on itself. There’s a point at which obsessive outlining, or obsessive anything, can become counterproductive. You have to know that tendency in yourself and stop yourself when you feel yourself becoming hung up.
The bottom line of all this method is just one thing: teach yourself how to write the kinds of stories that you love, that work for you, by analyzing the books and films that turn you on, and figuring out what those storytellers are doing to create the effects they do.
That’s really the main thing I’m trying to show you here, and then I’m throwing in a lot of general structure information and technique that I’ve learned from theater and film and novel writing. Because for me, it all helps.
ASSIGNMENT: As a writer, it’s important to know yourself, and understand what works best for you. So I urge you to spend some time pondering, and writing on, this question: Are you a plotter or pantser? What are your process quirks?
STORY ELEMENTS CHECKLIST FOR GENERATING INDEX CARDS
ACT ONE
• Opening image
• Meet the hero or heroine
• Hero/ine’s inner and outer desire
• Hero/ine’s problem
• Hero/ine’s ghost or wound
• Hero/ine’s arc
(And yes, in a love story with an equal hero and heroine, each character must have all of the previous five elements!)
• Inciting Incident/Call to Adventure
• Meet the antagonist (and/or introduce a mystery, which is what you do when you’re going to keep your antagonist hidden to reveal at the end)
• State the theme: What’s the story about?
• Allies
• Mentor (possibly. May not have one or may be revealed later in the story)
• Love interest
• Plants/Reveals (or: Set ups and Payoffs)
• Hope/Fear (and Stakes)
• Time Clock (possibly. May not have one or may be revealed later in the story)
• Sequence One climax
• Central Question/Central Story Action (and possibly Plan, though that might come early in Act II)
• Act One Climax
ACT TWO, PART ONE
• Crossing the Threshold/ Into the Special World (may occur in Act One)
• Threshold Guardian/Guardian at the Gate (possibly)
• Hero/ine’s Plan
• Antagonist’s Plan
• Picking up new Allies
• Bonding with Allies and Love Interest
• The Promise of the Genre
• Assembling the Team (in some stories)
• Training Sequence (in some stories)
• Series of Tests
• Attacks by the Antagonist (whether or not the Hero/ine recognizes these as coming from the antagonist)
• In a detective story, Questioning Witnesses, Lining Up and Eliminating Suspects, Following Clues.
THE MIDPOINT
• Completely changes the game
• Locks the hero/ine into a situation or action
• Can be a huge revelation
• Can be a huge defeat
• Can be a “now it’s personal” loss
• Can be sex at 60 – the lovers finally get together, only to open up a whole new world of problems
ACT TWO, PART TWO
• Recalibrating – after the shock or defeat of the game-changer in the midpoint, the hero/ine must Revamp the Plan and try a New Mode of Attack.
• Escalating Actions/Obsessive Drive
• Hard Choices and Crossing the Line (immoral actions by the main character to get what s/he wants)
• Loss of Key Allies (possibly because of the hero/ine’s obsessive actions, possibly through death or injury by the antagonist)
• A Ticking Clock (can happen anywhere in the story)
• Reversals and Revelations/Twists.
• The Long Dark Night of the Soul and/or Visit to Death (also known as: All Is Lost)
• In a romance, The Lover Makes a Stand
THE SECOND ACT CLIMAX
• Often can be a final revelation before the end game: the knowledge of who the opponent really is
• Answers the Central Question
ACT THREE
The third act is basically the Final Battle and Resolution. It can often be one continuous sequence – the chase and confrontation, or confrontation and chase. There may be a final preparation for battle, or it might be done on the fly. Either here or in the last part of the second act the hero will make a new, FINAL PLAN, based on the new information and revelations of the second act.
The essence of a third act is the final showdown between protagonist and antagonist. It is often divided into two sequences:
1. Getting there (Storming the Castle)
2. The final battle itself
• Thematic Location – often a visual and literal representation of the Hero/ine’s Greatest Nightmare
• The protagonist’s character change
• The antagonist’s character change (if any)
• Possibly ally/allies’ character changes and/or gaining of desire
• Possibly a huge final reversal or reveal (twist), or even a whole series of payoffs that you’ve been saving (as in Back to the Future and It’s a Wonderful Life)
• RESOLUTION: A glimpse into the New Way of Life that the hero/ine will be living after this whole ordeal and all s/he’s learned from it.
• Closing Image
So, now that we’ve talked about the index card method, and basic filmic structure and how it might be applied to novels, the natural question is: What actually goes into a first act?
The first act of a movie (first 30 script pages/30 minutes) or book (first 100 pages, approximately) is the SET UP. By the end of the first act you’re going to be introduced to all the major players of the story, the themes, the location, the visual image system, the conflicts, and especially the main conflict.
When you’re making up index cards, you can immediately make up several cards that will go in your first act column. You may or may not know what some of those scenes look like already, but either way, you know they’re all going to be there:
• Opening Image
• Meet the Hero or Heroine
• The Ordinary World
• Hero/ine’s Inner and Outer Desire
• Hero/ine’s Problem
• Hero/ine’s Ghost or Wound
• Hero/ine’s Arc
(And yes, in a love story with an equal hero and heroine, each character must have all of the previous five elements!)
• Inciting Incident/ Call to Adventure
• Meet the Antagonist (and/or introduce a Mystery, which is what you do when you’re going to keep your antagonist hidden to reveal at the end)
• State the Theme/ What’s the story about?
• Sequence One Climax
• Introduce Allies
• Introduce Mentor (possibly)
• Introduce Love Interest
• Plants/Reveals (or: Set ups and Payoffs)
• Hope/Fear (and Stakes)
• Time Clock (possibly. May not have one and may be revealed later in the story)
• Central Question/Central Story Action
• Hero/ine’s Plan
• Act One Climax
Yeah, it’s a lot! And these are elements that are present in all genres; we haven’t even gotten to the specific love story elements yet.
That’s why first acts are often the most revised and rewritten sections of the story. It’s also why it’s often the section most in need of cutting and condensing. The answer is usually combining scenes. Every element on that list (except optional elements like the mentor and the ticking clock) has to be present, but they all have to be introduced within such a limited time frame (and page frame) that you simply have to make each scene work on multiple levels.
Let’s break these things down. I’ll do a quick overview here, but we’re going to go in-depth into some of these elements later on.
OPENING IMAGE
In a film, you have an opening image by default, whether you plan to or not. It’s the first thing you see in the film. But good filmmakers will use that opening image to establish all kinds of things about the film – mood, tone, location, and especially theme. Think of the opening image of Witness: the serene and isolated calm of wind over a wheat field. It’s the world of the Amish, the non-violent, unhurried world into which city violence will soon be introduced. It’s a great contrast with the next images to come: the chaos and noise of the city. This is a great opening image because it also suggests the climax, which takes place in the grain silo; one of the villains is killed by the spill of grain.
The opening image of Notting Hill is actually a montage of movie star Anna Scott’s career: newspaper headlines, magazine spreads, photo shoots, paparazzi tailing her at premieres and the Oscars. This montage sets up this story’s unusual antagonist; it’s Anna’s fame that is the constant opposition to Will and Anna’s love in this Cinderella story.
The opening image of New in Town is the frozen tundra of New Ulm, Minnesota (in December!), an arctic wasteland compared to the heroine’s Miami home. Of course this sets up the Special World into which fish-out-of water Lucy will be thrust. But the film also uses the images of snow and ice to represent Lucy’s frozen emotions, which will thaw and then melt during the course of this romantic comedy.
Well, what I’m suggesting is that we novelists can steal this idea of opening image to write much more powerful opening pages. We’ll be talking more about that soon.
MEETING THE HERO/INE
Of course you’re going to devise an interesting, clever and evocative introduction to your main character. (And there’s a whole chapter on Character Introductions coming up.) But there are a whole lot of structural details that you need to get across about your hero/ine from the very beginning. You have to know your character’s INNER AND OUTER DESIRES and how they conflict.
I go into the idea of inner and outer desires in depth in an upcoming chapter, so for now I’ll just say that it’s usually true that the external desire will be a selfish want – something the protagonist wants for him or herself; and the inner need will be unselfish – something the protagonist comes to want for other people. This is a useful guideline to follow because it clearly shows character growth. But in love stories, there’s usually a more general sense that a hero/ine’s outer desire is for a person (and usually the wrong person!) but their inner desire is to be a better and more complete person, something that s/he is usually best able to accomplish through making a true partnership with the love interest.
Closely entwined with the inner/outer desire lines is the ARC of the character (since you are devising the end of your story at the same time as you’re planning the beginning, right?). The arc of the character is what the character learns during the course of the story, and how s/he changes because of it. It could be said that the arc of a character is almost always about the character realizing that s/he’s been obsessed with an outer goal or desire, when what s/he really needs to be whole, fulfilled, and lovable is _________ (fill in the blank). On top of that, a character will progress, for example: from shy and repressed to a capable and respected leader, from selfish to altruistic, from pathological liar to a seeker of truth. And the bigger the change, the more impact the story will have, as long as you keep it believable.
So it’s essential to know where you want your character to end up, and then work backward to create a number of personal obstacles and external problems that are keeping that character from being everything s/he can be.
THE HERO/INE’S IMMEDIATE PROBLEM
This can mean the Hero/ine’s inner need, but there is often, but not always, one immediately apparent problem that the hero/ine needs to solve, and quickly (such as the threat of deportation in The Proposal). This can be the INCITING INCIDENT, but is not always. Some stories don’t have this kind of external problem; the problems come later, when, for example, the hero tries to pursue the love interest and is in some way blocked from doing so.
THE ANTAGONIST
The antagonist, opponent, villain deserves his/her own chapter. For now I’ll just say, either you’ll be introducing the antagonist in the first act, or you’ll be introducing a mystery or problem or crisis that has been set in motion by the antagonist.
But – it must be said immediately that in many love stories the main antagonist is actually the lover. This is not necessarily so; sometimes there is an obvious outside opponent, or several. When the lover is the main opponent, what you generally see is a DOUBLE REVERSAL: both the protagonist and antagonist change, with significant character arcs, so that they can ultimately be together happily.
ALLIES
Also in the first act, you’ll probably set up most of the hero/ine’s allies: the sidekick, the co-worker, the roommate, the best friend, the love interest, the brother or sister. Allies can also be introduced in other acts of the story.
MENTOR
Not all stories have mentors, and the mentor might not be introduced until sometime in the second act.
LOVE INTEREST
This character generally plays a dual role: the love interest can also be the antagonist (as you find in most love stories), an ally, or a mentor.
INCITING INCIDENT/CALL TO ADVENTURE (also called INCITING EVENT)
This is the event that starts the story and forces the hero/ine to react.
In The Proposal, the Canadian heroine Margaret is threatened with deportation because her visa has expired – a pressing EXTERNAL PROBLEM that forces her to react, and quickly (so she pressures her assistant to marry her to keep her legally in the country).
In Sense and Sensibility, the Dashwood women, including sisters Elinor and Marianne, lose their home and all they have when their father dies and the house and estate go to their half-brother according to the law of primogeniture.
In Leap Year, Anna’s very long-term boyfriend gives her earrings instead of the engagement ring she was expecting, and Anna decides to fly to Ireland to propose to him on Leap Day, when any man proposed to by a woman is traditionally required to accept.
In It’s Complicated, Meryl Streep has ex-sex with her ex-husband Alec Baldwin at their son’s graduation, and the two are back into an affair, even though he has remarried.
In Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, an owl delivers Harry’s invitation to Hogwart’s School. (The Call to Adventure is very often a literal phone call, summons, knock on the door, or mailed invitation.)
Each of these incidents propels the hero/ine into action. S/he must make a decision – to take the job, accept the task, or answer the call. This is not an optional step for you, the writer – it is a crucial part of every story.
Joseph Campbell and Christopher Vogler detail another step here: THE REFUSAL OF THE CALL. The hero/ine is often (not always!) reluctant to take that step into adventure and at first says no to the job. When you think about it, it’s human nature to resist change, so a little reluctance on the part of the hero/ine can bring some psychological truth to your story, as well as dramatic tension.
Also note that the INCITING INCIDENT and CALL TO ADVENTURE may be the same scene, or they can be two separate scenes. But we’ll talk more about that later.
HOPE/FEAR (and STAKES)
Just as good storytellers will be sure to make it perfectly clear what the main character’s inner and outer desires are, these storytellers will also be very clear about what we HOPE and FEAR for the main character. Generally what we hope for the character is the same as her or his INNER NEED. In It’s a Wonderful Life, we HOPE George Bailey will keep defying villainous Mr. Potter and continue building houses and doing good for people in the town. We FEAR Potter will drive George and his family into ruin (and George possibly to suicide). Our FEAR for the character should be the absolute worst-case scenario: in a drama, mystery or thriller, we’re talking madness, suicide, death, ruin. In a comedy or romance the stakes are more likely the loss of love – but that means you have to make that love and the potential loss of it meaningful.
Our awareness of the stakes may grow along with the main character’s growing awareness, but in most stories there are clues to the bigger picture right from the beginning. And I need to point out that what we HOPE and FEAR for the main character is often quite different from what the character hopes and fears for herself: because we are able to see what or who she really needs.
STATEMENT OF THEME
A reader or audience will get restless if they don’t have a good idea of what the story is within the first five (I’d even say three) minutes of a movie, or the first twenty pages of a book. Sometimes it’s enough to have just a sense of the central conflict. But often good storytellers will make it perfectly clear what the theme of the story is, and very early on in the story. In the first act of It’s a Wonderful Life, George is impatient to leave pokey little Bedford Falls and go out in the world to “do big things.” George’s father tells him that in their own small way, he feels they are doing big things at the Building and Loan; they’re satisfying one of the most basic needs of human beings by helping them own their own homes. This is a lovely statement of the theme of the movie: that it’s the ordinary, seemingly mundane acts that we do every day that add up to a heroic life.
In Sea of Love, the filmmakers set up protagonist Frank’s obsession with his ex-wife right from the start – which mirrors the killer’s obsessive love for his ex-wife that is driving him to murder. It’s a major theme of the story and we get it right up front.
FIRST ACT CLIMAX and CENTRAL QUESTION/CENTRAL STORY ACTION
We talked about sequence and act climaxes in the chapter on the Three-Act Structure – that an act climax will have a reversal, revelation, and often a setpiece and/or change of location that spins the story into the next act. What we didn’t talk about is the idea of the Central Question of the story.
I will be didactic here and say that by the end of the first act you must have given your reader or audience everything they need to know about what the story is going to be about: what kind of story it is, who the hero/ine and antagonist (or mystery) are, and what the main conflict is going to be. It’s useful to think of the story as posing a Central Question:
– New in Town: Will corporate executive Lucy be able to streamline the struggling factory and get that promotion?
– Leap Year: Will Anna get across Ireland to Dublin in time to propose to her boyfriend on Leap Day?
– The Proposal: Will Margaret and Andrew be able to fake a marriage convincingly enough to prevent Margaret from being deported?
It’s the question on which the entire action of the story hinges, and it’s usually answered definitively at the climax of the second act (and usually with a twist), so we’ll talk more about it in the chapter on Act Two.
PLAN
The Central Story Action is directly related to the protagonist’s PLAN to get what s/he wants, or thinks she wants. (Although sometimes the Central Story Action and Plan are more the protagonist’s reaction to the antagonist’s Plan.)
Plan, Central Question and Central Story action are usually set up in the first act, but they are the crux of the second act, and maybe the most important key elements to understand about your story, so I’m going to give them a couple of chapters of their own, coming right up.
ACT ONE CLIMAX
The climax of an act is very, very often a SETPIECE SCENE: there’s a dazzling, thematic location, an action or suspense sequence, an intricate set, a crowd scene, even a musical number (as in The Wizard of Oz and, more surprisingly, Jaws). This is a hugely important concept for you to understand, and I talk more about setpieces in Chapter 30, Visual Storytelling.
But let’s cover the basics right now. There are multiple definitions of a setpiece. It can be a huge action scene like, well, anything in The Dark Knight or Inception, that takes weeks to shoot and costs millions, requiring multiple sets, special effects and car crashes … or a meticulously planned suspense scene with multiple cuts that takes place all in – a shower, for instance, in Psycho.
If you start watching movies specifically to pick out the setpiece scenes, you’ll notice an interesting thing. They’re almost always used as act or sequence climaxes. They are tent poles holding the structure of the movie up … or jewels in the necklace of the plotline. The scenes featured in the trailers to entice people to see the movie. The scenes everyone talks about after the credits roll.
Harry Potter walking through that brick wall into Diagon Alley in the first Harry Potter. Folding up Paris and the zero gravity fight in the hotel corridor in Inception. The goofy intergalactic bar in Star Wars. Munchkinland, the Scarecrow’s cornfield, the dark forest, the poppy field, the Emerald City, the witch’s castle in The Wizard of Oz. These things often cost millions to shoot in a film, but we authors have unlimited budgets (our imaginations!) to create spectacular locations and visuals and action scenes. Even a party scene or a night out in a club can be as lush and beautiful (or edgy and exciting) as you dream it can be. Any filmmaker would kill for the freedom to do what we can do with setpieces, so please, be grateful and take full advantage!
Actually, this might just be a good time to stop, take a breath, and watch some movies, to see all of these techniques we’re talking about in action (and pay particular attention to setpieces!). Again, only use any of these techniques that appeal to you or that you think will help.
ASSIGNMENT: In this workbook I’ve included full story breakdowns and analyses of ten different romance movies.
If you really want to see how the Elements of Act One function, get hold of three of those movies, and watch the first act of one of the films, looking for the elements I’ve discussed here. Then read my Act One breakdown for that film, and watch the first act again. Do that with three movies in a row, and you will be super-prepared to start analyzing the films on your own list.
And I’m sure you realize this, but I’m going to say it anyway. The reason that I’m having you break down several movies of your choice for the story elements is to make it easier for you to identify these same story elements in your own story.
“I don’t care what the plan is as long as we have one.”
– Kevin Bacon in Tremors
These interrelated key story elements are so important I’m going to give them a couple of chapters of their own before we go on.
You always hear that “Drama is conflict,” but when you think about it –what the hell does that mean, practically?
It’s actually much more true, and specific, to say that drama is the constant clashing of a hero/ine’s PLAN and an antagonist’s, or several antagonists’, PLANS.
In the first act of a story, the hero/ine is introduced, and that hero/ine either has or quickly develops a DESIRE. She might have a PROBLEM that needs to be solved, or someone or something she WANTS, or a bad situation that she needs to get out of, pronto.
Her reaction to that problem or situation is to formulate a PLAN, even if that plan is vague or even completely subconscious. But somewhere in there, there is a plan, and storytelling is usually easier if you have the hero/ine or someone else (maybe you, the author) state that plan clearly, so the audience or reader knows exactly what the expectation is.
And the protagonist’s plan (and the corresponding plan of the antagonist’s) actually drives the entire action of the second act. Stating the plan tells us what the CENTRAL ACTION of the story will be. So it’s critical to set up the plan by the end of Act One, or at the very beginning of Act Two, at the latest.
Let’s look at some examples of how plans work.
I’m going to start, improbably, with the actioner 2012, even though I thought it was a pretty terrible movie overall.
Now, I’m sure in a theater this movie delivered on its primary objective, which was a rollercoaster ride as only Hollywood special effects can provide. Whether we like it or not, there is obviously a massive worldwide audience for movies that are primarily about delivering pure sensation. Story isn’t important, nor, apparently, is basic logic. As long as people keep buying enough tickets to these movies to make them profitable, it’s the business of Hollywood to keep churning them out.
But in 2012, even in that rollercoaster ride of special effects and sensations, there was a clear central PLAN for an audience to hook into, a plan that drove the story. Without that plan, 2012 really would have been nothing but a chaos of special effects.
If you’ve seen this movie (and I know some of you have … ), there is a point in the first act where a truly over-the-top Woody Harrelson as an Art Bell-like conspiracy pirate radio commentator rants to protagonist John Cusack about having a map that shows the location of “spaceships” that the government is stocking to abandon planet when the prophesied end of the world commences.
Although Cusack doesn’t believe it at the time, this is the PLANT (sort of camouflaged by the fact that Woody is a nutjob), that gives the audience the idea of what the PLAN OF ACTION will be: Cusack will have to go back for the map in the midst of all the cataclysm, then somehow get his family to these “spaceships” in order for all of them to survive the end of the world.
The PLAN is reiterated, in dialogue, when Cusack gets back to his family and tells his ex-wife basically exactly what I just said above: “We’re going to go back to the nutjob with the map so that we can get to those spaceships and get off the planet before it collapses.”
And lo and behold, that’s exactly what happens; it’s not only Cusack’s PLAN, but the central action of the story, that can be summed up as a CENTRAL QUESTION: Will Cusack be able to get his family to the spaceships before the world ends?
Or put another way, the CENTRAL STORY ACTION is John Cusack getting his family to the spaceships before the world ends.
(Note the ticking clock, there, as well. And as if the end of the world weren’t enough, the movie also starts a literal “Twenty-nine minutes to the end of the world!” ticking computer clock at, yes, 29 minutes before the end of the movie. I must point out here that ticking clocks are dangerous because of the huge cliché factor. We all need to study structure to know what not to do, as well.)
And all this happens about the end of Act I. Remember that I said that it’s essential to have laid out the CENTRAL QUESTION and CENTRAL STORY ACTION by the end of Act I? But also at this point – or possibly just after the climax of Act I, in the very beginning of Act II – we need to know what the PLAN is. PLAN and CENTRAL QUESTION are integrally related, and I keep looking for ways to talk about it because this is such an important concept to master.
A reader/audience really needs to know what the overall PLAN is, even if they only get it in a subconscious way. Otherwise they are left floundering, wondering where the hell all of this is going.
In 2012, even in the midst of all the buildings crumbling and crevasses opening and fires booming and planes crashing, we understand on some level what is going on:
– What does the protagonist want? (OUTER DESIRE) To save his family.
– How is he going to do it? (PLAN) By getting the map from the nutjob and getting his family to the secret spaceships (that aren’t really spaceships).
– What’s standing in his way? (FORCES OF OPPOSITION) About a million natural disasters as the planet caves in, an evil politician who has put a billion dollar price tag on tickets for the spaceship, a Russian Mafioso who keeps being in the same place at the same time as Cusack, and sometimes ends up helping, and sometimes ends up hurting. (Was I the only one queased out by the way all the Russian characters were killed off, leaving only the most obnoxious kids on the planet?)
Here’s another example, from a much better movie:
At the end of the first sequence of Raiders of the Lost Ark (which is arguably two sequences in itself, first the action sequence in the cave in South America, then the university sequence back in the US), Indy has just finished teaching his archeology class when his mentor, Marcus, comes to meet him with a couple of government agents who have a job for him (CALL TO ADVENTURE). The agents explain that Hitler has become obsessed with collecting occult artifacts from all over the world, and is currently trying to find the legendary Lost Ark of the Covenant, which is rumored to make any army in possession of it invincible in battle.
So there’s the MACGUFFIN, the object that everyone wants, and the STAKES: if Hitler’s minions (THE ANTAGONISTS) get this Ark before Indy does, the Nazi army will be invincible.
And then Indy explains his PLAN to find the Ark: his old mentor, Abner Ravenwood, was an expert on the Ark and had an ancient Egyptian medallion on which was inscribed the instructions for using the medallion to find the hidden location of the Ark.
So after hearing the plan, we understand the entire OVERALL ACTION of the story: Indy is going to find Abner (his mentor) to get the medallion, then use the medallion to find the Ark before Hitler’s minions can get it.
And even though there are lots of twists along the way, that’s really it: the basic action of the story.
Generally, PLAN and CENTRAL STORY ACTION are really the same thing – the Central Action of the story is carrying out the specific Plan. And the CENTRAL QUESTION of the story is – “Will the Plan succeed?”
Again, the PLAN, CENTRAL QUESTION and CENTRAL STORY ACTION are almost always set up – and spelled out – by the end of the first act, although the specifics of the Plan may be spelled out right after the Act I Climax at the very beginning of Act II.
Can it be later? Well, anything’s possible, but the sooner a reader or audience understands the overall thrust of the story action, the sooner they can relax and let the story take them where it’s going to go. So much of storytelling is about you, the author, reassuring your reader or audience that you know what you’re doing, so they can sit back and let you drive.
If you haven’t done this yet, take a favorite movie or book (or two or three) and identify the PLAN, CENTRAL STORY ACTION and CENTRAL QUESTION and them in a few sentences. Like this:
– In Philadelphia Story, Cary Grant’s PLAN is to break up Katharine Hepburn’s wedding by sending in a photographer and journalist from a tabloid, which he knows will agitate her and her whole family to the point of explosion. (So the CENTRAL ACTION of the story is using the journalists to break up the wedding, and the CENTRAL QUESTION is: Will he be able to break up the wedding?)
– In Inception, the PLAN is for the team of dream burglars to go into a corporate heir’s dreams to plant the idea of breaking up his father’s corporation. (So the CENTRAL ACTION is going into the corporate heir’s dream and planting the idea, and the CENTRAL QUESTION is: Will they succeed?)
– In Sense and Sensibility, the PLAN is for Marianne and Elinor to secure the family’s fortune and their own happiness by marrying well. (How are they going to do that? By the period’s equivalent of dating – which is the CENTRAL ACTION. Yes, dating is a PLAN! The CENTRAL QUESTION is: Will the sisters succeed in marrying well?)
– In The Proposal, Margaret’s PLAN is to learn enough about Andrew over the four-day weekend with his family to pass the INS marriage test so she won’t be deported. (The CENTRAL ACTION is going to Alaska to meet Andrew’s family and pretending to be married while they learn enough about each other to pass the test. The CENTRAL QUESTION is: Will they be able to successfully fake the marriage?
Now, try it with your own story!
– What does the protagonist WANT?
– How does s/he PLAN to do it?
– What and who is standing in his or her way?
For example, in my latest thriller, Book of Shadows, here's the Act One set up: the protagonist, homicide detective Adam Garrett, is called on to investigate the murder of a college girl, which looks like a Satanic killing. Garrett and his partner make a quick arrest of a classmate of the girl's, a troubled Goth musician. But Garrett is not convinced of the boy's guilt, and when a practicing witch from nearby Salem insists the boy is innocent and there have been other murders, he is compelled to investigate further.
So Garrett’s PLAN and the CENTRAL ACTION of the story is to use the witch and her specialized knowledge of magical practices to investigate the murder on his own, all the while knowing that she is using him for her own purposes and may well be involved in the killing. The CENTRAL QUESTION is: will they catch the killer before s/he kills again – and/or kills Garrett (if the witch turns out to be the killer)?
– What does the protagonist WANT?To catch the killer before s/he kills again.
– How does he PLAN to do it? By using the witch and her specialized knowledge of magical practices to investigate further.
– What’s standing in his way? His own department, the killer, and possibly the witch herself. And if the witch is right … possibly even a demon.
It’s important to note that the Plan and Central Action of the story are not always driven by the protagonist. Usually, yes. But in The Matrix, it’s Neo’s mentor Morpheus who has the overall PLAN, which drives the central action right up until the end of the second act. The Plan is to recruit and train Neo, whom Morpheus believes is “The One” prophesied to destroy the Matrix. So that’s the action we see unfolding: Morpheus recruiting, deprogramming and training Neo, who is admittedly very cute, but essentially just following Morpheus’s orders for two thirds of the movie.
Does this weaken the structure of that film? Not at all. Morpheus drives the action until that crucial point, the Act Two Climax, when he is abducted by the agents of the Matrix, at which point Neo steps into his greatness and becomes “The One” by taking over the action and making a new plan: to rescue Morpheus by sacrificing himself.
It is a terrific way to show a huge character arc: Neo stepping into his destiny. And I would add that this is a common structural pattern for mythic journey stories – in Lord of the Rings, it's Gandalf who has the PLAN and drives the reluctant Frodo in the central story action until Frodo finally takes over the action himself.
Here’s another example. In the very funny romantic comedy It’s Complicated, Meryl Streep’s character Jane is the protagonist, but she doesn’t drive the action or have any particular plan of her own. It’s her ex-husband Jake (Alec Baldwin), who seduces her and at the end of the first act, proposes (in an extremely persuasive speech) that they continue this affair as a perfect solution to both their love troubles – it will fulfill their sexual and intimacy needs without disrupting the rest of their lives.
Jane decides at that point to go along with Jake’s plan (saying, “I forgot what a good lawyer you are”). In terms of action, she is essentially passive, letting the two men in her life court her (which results in bigger and bigger comic entanglements), but that makes for a more pronounced and satisfying character arc when she finally takes a stand and breaks off the affair with Jake for good, so she can finally move on with her life.
I would venture to guess that most of us know what it’s like to be swept up in a ripping good love entanglement, and can sympathize with Jane’s desire just to go with the passion of it without having to make any pesky practical decisions. It’s a perfectly fine – and natural – structure for a romantic comedy, as long as at that key juncture, the protagonist has the realization and balls – or ovaries – to take control of her own life again and make a stand for what she truly wants.
I give you these last two examples – hopefully – to show how helpful it can be to study the specific structure of stories that are similar to your own. As you can see from the above, the general writing rule that the protagonist drives the action may not apply to what you’re writing – and you might want to make a different choice that will better serve your own story. And that goes for any general writing rule.
ASSIGNMENT QUESTIONS: Have you identified the CENTRAL ACTION of your story? At what point in your book does the reader have a clear idea of the protagonist’s PLAN? Is it stated aloud? Can you make it clearer than it is?
Now, if the hero/ine were able to carry out the plan without a hitch, it wouldn’t make for very good drama, right? So once you’ve got your initial plan, you need to be constantly blocking that plan, either with your antagonist, or the hero/ine’s own inner conflict, or outside forces beyond her or his control.
I’d like to demonstrate how this is done by following a plan through a classic movie. Not a love story, I’m afraid, but instructive nonetheless, and there are plenty of love story examples in the Breakdowns section.
When in Jaws, Sheriff Brody is confronted with the problem of a great white shark eating people in his backyard (ocean), his initial PLAN is to close the beach to swimmers. He throws together some handmade “Beaches Closed” signs and sticks them in the sand. Problem solved, right?
Yeah, right.
If that initial plan had actually worked, Jaws wouldn’t have made a hundred zillion dollars worldwide, not to mention cinematic history. The whole point of drama (including romance and comedy) is that the hero/ine’s plan is constantly being thwarted: by the main antagonist, by any number of secondary and tertiary opponents, by the love interest, by the weather, or by the hero/ine him or herself (because you know we’re all our own worst enemies!).
So almost always, the initial plan fails. Or if it seems to succeed, it’s only to trick us for a moment — before we realize how wretchedly the plan has failed. That weak initial effort is because it’s human nature to expend the least effort possible to get what we want. We only take greater and more desperate measures if we are forced to. And a hero/ine being forced to take greater and more desperate measures is one of the cornerstones of dramatic action.
Now, in Jaws, the primary antagonist is the shark. The shark’s PLAN is to eat. Not just people, but whatever. (Interestingly, that plan seems to evolve … )
Brody’s initial PLAN of closing the beaches might actually have solved his problem with the shark, because without a steady supply of food, the beast probably would have moved on to another beach with a better food supply.
But Brody’s initial PLAN brings out a secondary antagonist: the town fathers, led by the mayor (and with a nice performance by co-screenwriter Carl Gottleib as the newspaper editor). They don’t want the beaches closed, because the summer months, particularly the Fourth of July weekend, represent 70 percent (or something like that) of the town’s yearly income. The officials’ PLAN is to keep the beaches open, a direct conflict. So the town fathers obliquely threaten new sheriff Brody with the loss of his job if he closes the beaches, and Brody capitulates.
This proves disastrous and tragic, when the very next day (as Brody watches the water from the beach, as if that’s going to prevent a shark attack) another swimmer, a little boy, is killed by the shark, practicing its PLAN.
The town fathers hold a town meeting and decide on a new PLAN: they will close the beaches for twenty-four hours. Brody disagrees, but is overruled. Eccentric ship’s captain Quint offers his services to kill the shark —for ten grand. The town fathers are unwilling to pay.
In response, Brody develops a new PLAN, one we see often in stories: he contacts an expert from afar, oceanographer Matt Hooper, a shark specialist, to come in and give expert advice.
Meanwhile a new antagonist, the mother of the slain little boy, announces a PLAN of her own: she offers a bounty for any fisherman who kills the shark who killed her son.
The bounty brings on a regatta of fishermen from up and down the eastern seaboard. One of these crews captures a tiger shark, which the mayor is quick to declare is the killer shark. Case closed, problem solved, and the beaches can be reopened. Hooper is adamant that the shark is far too small to have caused the damage done to the first victim, and wants to cut the shark open to prove it. The mayor refuses, and is equally adamant that there is no more need for Hooper. We see that Brody secretly agrees with Hooper, but wants to believe that the nightmare is over. However, when the dead boy’s mother slaps Brody and accuses him of causing her son’s death (by not closing the beaches), Brody agrees to investigate further with Hooper (PLAN) and they cut the shark open themselves to check for body parts. Of course, it’s the wrong shark.
Brody’s revised PLAN is to talk the mayor into closing the beaches, but the mayor refuses again, and goes on with his plan to reopen the beaches (and highly publicize the capture of the “killer” shark).
The beaches reopen for 4th of July and the town fathers’ failsafe PLAN is to post the Coast Guard out in the ocean to watch, just in case. While everyone is distracted by a false shark scare, the real shark glides into a supposedly secure cove where Brody’s own son is swimming, and eats a boater and nearly kills Brody’s son. (And the timing is so diabolical that it almost seems the shark has a new PLAN of its own: to taunt Brody.)
At that point the mayor’s PLAN changes: he writes a check for Quint and gives it to Brody, to hire Captain Quint to kill the shark. But that’s not enough for Brody, now. He needs to go out on the boat with Quint and Hooper himself, despite his fear of the water, to make sure this shark gets dead (NEW PLAN).
This happens at the story’s MIDPOINT, and it’s a radical revamp of Brody’s initial plan (which always included avoiding going in the water himself, at all cost). And it’s very often the case that at the midpoint of a story, the initial PLAN is completely shattered.
And yet, Brody is still not ultimately committed. For the next half of the second act, he allows first Quint and then Hooper to take the lead on the shark hunt. Quint’s PLAN is to shoot harpoons connected to floating barrels into the shark and force it to the surface, where they can harpoon it to death. But the shark proves far stronger than anyone expected, and keeps submerging, even with barrel after barrel attached to its hide.
And now a truly interesting thing happens. The shark, supposedly a dumb beast, starts to do crafty things like hide under the boat so the men think they’ve lost it. It seems to have a new, intelligent PLAN of its own. And when the men’s defenses are down, the shark suddenly batters into the ship and breaks a hole in the hull, causing the boat to take on alarming quantities of water, and making the men vulnerable to attack.
Brody’s PLAN at that point is to radio for help and get the hell off the boat. But in the midst of the chaos, Quint suddenly turns into an opponent himself by smashing the radio — he intends to kill this shark himself.
Hooper takes over now and proposes a new PLAN: he wants to go down in a shark cage to fire a poison dart gun at the shark. But the shark attacks the cage, and then as the boat continues to sink, the shark leaps half onto the deck and eats Quint.
Brody is now on his own against the shark, and in one last, desperate Hail Mary PLAN (the most exciting kind in a climax), he shoves an oxygen tank into the shark’s jaws and then fires at the shark until the tank explodes, and the shark goes up in bloody bits. As almost always, it is only that last ditch plan, in which the hero/ine faces the antagonist completely on his or her own, that saves the day.
I hope this little exercise gives you an idea of how it can be really enlightening and useful to focus on and track just the plans of all the main characters in a story and how they clash and conflict, especially how they FAIL. Because every time a plan fails, it requires a recalibration and a new action, which builds tension, suspense, emotional commitment, and excitement.
If you find your own plot sagging, especially in that long middle section, try identifying and tracking the various plans of your characters. It might be just what you need to pull your story into new and much more exciting alignment.
And here’s a hint: you may find it useful to put those huge failures of the plan at your Midpoint, and at the Act Two Climax — the Dark Night of the Soul/All Is Lost scene. Every time your hero/ine loses big, it makes the reader wonder WHAT HAPPENS NEXT, and that’s what we’re after, here. You want your reader to be as desperate as your hero/ine is to win.
ASSIGNMENT: Those of you who already have your book outlined or a first draft may well want to take some time to track the opposing PLANS throughout your story.
(Those of you who are still just outlining may not want to jump into this until we’ve gotten farther with story elements.)
11. Hero/ine, Protagonist, Main Character
Instead of going straight on to Elements of Act Two, I’m going to do a few chapters on character, namely, the two characters who make up the heart, soul, and skeleton of your story: the hero/ine and the villain (aka the protagonist and antagonist). The underlying tension of any story is the continual clash between the hero/ine and the villain; essentially, they are your story.
But if you are already happily into your index cards, and want to skip ahead to Elements of Act Two and keep going, absolutely, do it!
First, a disclaimer. While I am perfectly comfortable expounding about how to structure a story, I am not so comfortable talking about how to create character.
I think — I’m pretty positive, really — that most writers have characters in their heads from a very early age. Maybe all people do, because that’s what fantasy is, and we all daydream about being other people, or superfantastic versions of ourselves. So in a way we’re all creating character all the time.
And I think we all have our own processes for creating character, especially our main characters, who may very well be some version of ourselves … or who may arrive breaking down some door in your mind and demanding to be written about. Some people dream characters whole. All of that is fantastic. I would never in any way want to get in the way of whatever someone else’s process is — and I think the only real rule there for writing is: “Whatever works.” And I mean, anything.
To be perfectly honest, creating character is not a very explicable process, for me. I think what I do is create a space for them: a situation, a theme, the beginnings of a story —– and then pray like hell that the characters will show up to inhabit it. Which, thank God, they always do. And then from there they do most of the work.
In other words, it’s magic — or possibly my friend, author J.D. Rhoades, is right; it’s mental illness —and I don’t know how to explain magic or mental illness. Quite possibly I don’t want to know.
The fact is, if you’ve gotten so far as to be actually writing a book or script, chances are you have a main character already, either in mind, or very developed. So whatever that is, and however you got there, I don’t want to interfere with that!
But besides being a person who may already be more real to you than most of the people you know, a protagonist, or hero/ine, or main character, is also a function in a story. And knowing the classic components of a protagonist can help you focus your story, and also broaden and deepen the qualities you already know about your character.
I do think there are things that are teachable about creating character. My best general advice is always: take an acting class. Take a lot of them. Read books on acting and creating character: Michael Shurtleff’s excellent Audition, which is about so much more than auditioning, Stanislavski’s acting series, Michael Chekhov’s acting books. Watch The Actor’s Studio. Learn how to develop and play characters yourself, even on a basic level, and it will translate to your writing.
But beyond that, I’d like to suggest that you can develop a great protagonist — or any other character you create — through the same process that I’ve been advocating for creating the structure of your story.
Make a list.
ASSIGNMENT: Who or what are your top ten hero/ines? And I don’t mean make a list for the ages, or for popular consumption, I mean for you. Again, mix it up, books and films.
You don’t have to think too hard about it, either, when you’re listing. It might be more useful to do the list fast and see what comes up, because that non-thinking list will be more relevant to your present project, or a brewing project. These lists are never written in stone, either — you can make a whole different list tomorrow.
Breaking it down, analyzing the specifics, is like doing scales on the piano, or doing dance technique exercises at the barre. It gives you the foundation and the strength and coordination for the magic of art to happen.
My favorite heroes and heroines, off the top of my head:
• George Bailey in It’s a Wonderful Life
• Hamlet
• Alicia in Notorious
• Clarice Starling in Silence of the Lambs
• Meg Murry in A Wrinkle in Time
• Alice in Alice in Wonderland
• Elizabeth Bennett in Pride and Prejudice (and her modern-day counterpart, Bridget Jones)
• Eve in The Lady Eve
• Jane Tennison in Prime Suspect
• Beatrice in Much Ado About Nothing
Well, let’s take a look at that list, then. Almost all women, right? Not too hard to see where that’s coming from. Some of these people I identify with. Some I just want to take the journey with. Hamlet, I’ve always had a wicked crush on, and you know, the soliloquies.
George Bailey because he’s a true hero. I think Indiana Jones and James Bond are hot and all, but that’s just not heroism to me. Heroism is about real life, and fighting real life evil, which is why George Bailey and Clarice Starling are on the list.
The women on the list have a lot in common: they’re razor sharp, often battling sexism in their fields or simply in the eras in which they live, and they’re fiercely independent, not easy to relate to or tame. Some of them have big wounds. A number of them are fighting evil, in human form or something bigger than human.
I also have a couple of very young female protagonists on that list: Meg Murry and Alice. And I enjoy writing from a young adult perspective, so that makes sense.
But for me, one of the most telling entries on my list is Alice, because I find myself writing that particular story pattern over and over and over again, whether it’s with a female protagonist or male. I love Alice because she’s such a rational little girl who falls into a big adventure with completely surreal characters all around her, and goes through trippy, inexplicable experiences. I grew up in Berkeley and that was pretty much my sense of life, and I don’t think I’ve ever grown out of that.
It really is interesting to me that I constantly put my own main characters into that same kind of journey that Alice goes on; they have to make sense of a world and people who are wildly eccentric and sometimes magical.
Now that you have your own list, take some time to analyze it the way I just did mine. Then let’s take a look at some of the classic components of a protagonist, and see if you can identify these characteristics in your own favorite protagonists.
INNER AND OUTER DESIRE
The first thing any acting student learns in terms of creating a character and building a scene is to ask the question: “What do I WANT?” — in every scene, and in the story overall. When I was directing plays (in one of my multiple past lives) and a scene was just lying dead on the stage, I could always get the actors to breathe life into it by getting them to clarify what they wanted in the scene and simply playing that want. This is something that starts in the writing, obviously, and should always be on the author’s mind, too: Who wants what in the scene, and how do those desires conflict? Who WINS in the scene?
But even before all that, one of the most important steps of creating a story, from the very beginning, is identifying the protagonist’s overall DESIRE and NEED in the story. You also hear this called “internal” and “external” desire, and “want” and “deep need,” but it’s all the same thing. A strong main character will want something immediately, like to get that promotion, or to have sex with the love interest. But there’s something underneath that surface want that is really driving the character, and in good characters, almost always, those inner and outer desires are in conflict. In fact, that conflict creates much of the dramatic tension and interest in the story.
Also, the character will know that s/he wants that outer desire, but will probably have very little idea that what she really needs is the inner desire. But — we, the reader or audience, are usually aware of what the hero/ine really needs, and we know it much sooner than the hero/ine knows her or himself. And letting the reader/audience know more than the character does is one of the best tricks available to us as writers to engage the reader/audience in the story.
So you, the writer, have to know your character’s inner and outer desires and how they conflict.
Now, in a love story, we often see a heroine who thinks she wants one man, when what she really needs is that other, better one, right? But hopefully it’s a little deeper than that: the reason one man is good for her and the other is not is that one will force her to grow into her best self, and the other will just let her carry on with her same old stuff. That’s somewhat more dramatically fulfilling, anyway, and it’s the most common pattern I know of inner and outer desire in romance — and love subplots, too. To put it in general terms: the hero/ine’s inner desire is to be a better and more complete person, something that s/he is usually best able to accomplish through making a true partnership with the love interest.
But I would hope that you’d go even deeper than that. And it’s often useful to look at other genres to see how great storytellers accomplish this.
One of the great examples of inner and outer desire in conflict is in the George Bailey character in It’s a Wonderful Life. From the very beginning George wants to see the world, to do big things, design big buildings: all very male, external, explosive goals. But his deep need is to become a good man and community leader like his father, who does big things and fights big battles — but on a microcosmic level, in their tiny, “boring” little community of Bedford Falls, which George can’t wait to escape.
But every choice George actually makes in the story defers his external need to escape, and ties him closer to the community that he becomes the moral leader of, as he takes on his late father’s role and battles the town’s would-be dictator, Mr. Potter. George does not take on that role happily; he fights it every single step of the way, and resents it a good bit of the time. But it’s that conflict which makes George a great character that we empathize with: it’s a story of how an ordinary man becomes a true hero.
In Lost in Translation, there’s a great conflict between the inner and outer desires of the characters, Bob and Charlotte. They’re both in floundering marriages, and while staying at the same hotel in Tokyo they form an instant bond with each other. Every encounter takes them closer to infidelity; the external desire is desire for each other. But really these two have a soul connection; they are both in spiritual crisis, and each recognizes the other as the soul mate who will help them find their ways out of the dark.
CHARACTER ARC
To recap: closely entwined with the inner/outer desire lines is the ARC of the character (since you are devising the end of your story at the same time as you’re planning the beginning). The arc of the character is what the character learns during the course of the story, and how s/he changes because of it. It could be said that the arc of a character is almost always about the character realizing that s/he’s been obsessed with an outer goal or desire, when what she really needs to be whole, fulfilled, and lovable is ________ (fill in the blank). On top of that, a character will go from shy and repressed to a capable and respected leader, from selfish to altruistic, from pathological liar to a seeker of truth … and the bigger the change, the more impact the story will have, as long as you keep it believable.
So it’s essential to know where you want your character to end up, and then work backward to create a number of personal obstacles and external problems that are keeping that character from being everything s/he can be.
Again, in love stories, that completeness usually comes through a true union with the loved one.
CHARACTER ARC PATTERNS
For any story you write, there are certain big arcs that most characters fall into. One is a hero/ine who starts the story in emotional trouble, if not actual physical trouble (generally brought on by the emotional problem!), who takes the journey of the story, is forced to confront her or his deficiencies, overcomes them, and triumphs — to win a goal that was probably not the goal s/he started out with, but is clearly what s/he really needed all along. (This is the most common character arc.)
A second pattern is an innocent hero/ine who triumphs over evil and opposition and wins her/his goal through sheer goodness (The Wizard of Oz and Slumdog Millionaire are good examples). The heroine and hero in those stories don’t have huge character arcs (although both characters gain in personal strength); the lesson for us (the reader or audience) is a more general one of how virtue and passion and doing the right thing are rewarded (and hopefully we the reader or audience are inspired by the story to be virtuous ourselves).
A third pattern, though, is a hero who fails or falls. The Godfather shows the moral fall of Michael Corleone (even as he rises in societal stature). Chinatown depicts the fall of Jake Gittes, despite his sincere and determined attempts to do the right thing. While Michael Corleone makes the choices he makes deliberately (although the pressure of family history weighs heavily), Jake is a pawn, up against the greater forces of a malevolent universe. The only thing Jake learns in Chinatown is that his best efforts are useless; he should have learned his lesson long ago that the only way to survive and not do damage is to do “as little as possible.”
It’s helpful to start taking note of often-seen character arc patterns: a child who becomes an adult (Spirited Away, Roman Holiday), a citizen who becomes a leader (It’s a Wonderful Life, Mr. Deeds Goes to Washington), a commoner who ascends to royalty (Princess Diaries, Harry Potter), a broken person who becomes whole (Groundhog Day), a selfish person who becomes altruistic (A Christmas Carol), a person who lives in illusion who finally sees the truth (The Matrix), a criminal or sinner who becomes a leader (or saint!) (Becket).
CHARACTER ARC AND SERIES CHARACTERS
In terms of character arc, series hero/ines are a different animal than standalone hero/ines. One theory of this is that readers who are devoted to a series character really just want to see the same person, over and over again.
I think it’s a little more complicated than that. I think a lot of classic series characters, especially series detectives — and of course Ian Fleming’s James Bond and his sexier modern incarnation, Lee Child’s Jack Reacher, spring immediately to mind — are really examples of the “Mysterious Stranger” or “Knight Errant” or “Traveling Angel” archetype, and Mysterious Stranger stories have their own story structure. Mary Poppins is the classic Mysterious Stranger; she pops in (get it?), fixes the family, and pops out, while she remains “Practically Perfect in Every Way.” Shane is a great film with a Mysterious Stranger structure, although Shane is a much more wounded Stranger than Mary Poppins: he’s very imperfect, unable to change, and therefore unable to integrate into society in the end — but he does fix the town’s problem and the wound in the family that temporarily takes him in. James Bond and Jack Reacher are also perfect characters in their ways (although, from a female point of view, perfectly infuriating). We don’t really want them to change.
The trick to the Mysterious Stranger structure is that it’s the other characters that have the big character arcs in the story (although in some Mysterious Stranger stories, the Stranger does have an arc as well. Emma Thompson had some fun with that — as the screenwriter and actress — in the film Nanny McPhee, based on the books by Christianna Brand). And of course not all series detectives are perfect Mysterious Strangers, either; I myself am partial to the flawed ones, like Tess Gerritsen’s surly Jane Rizzoli.
This all goes to emphasize one of the main underlying points of this book: different genres have very different story structures, and you need to study and understand the classic tricks and expectations of your own genre. That’s why I so adamantly advocate creating your own, personalized story structure workbook. It goes without saying, but I’ll say it anyway, that if you think you might be writing a Mysterious Stranger story, then you should make a list of Mysterious Stranger stories and take a look at the patterns of those stories and what other storytellers have done with them. It will give you no end of interesting ideas to play with for your own story.
THE HERO/INE’S GHOST OR WOUND
A classic pattern of drama is that the hero/ine has a wound from the past — a traumatic event, a lost love, the death of a friend, alcoholism or another addiction, the loss of faith — that continues to haunt her or him in the present, and which s/he will be forced to confront in living color in the course of the story, generally in the climax of the story. In light romances this wound tends to be not as life-threatening as the ghost or wound can be in a thriller: in Notting Hill, for example, Hugh Grant’s wife left him “for a man who looked just like Harrison Ford”; in The Proposal, Margaret’s parents died when she was sixteen, and she’s had to fend for herself ever since; In While You Were Sleeping, Lucy’s father has recently died after of a long illness, and Lucy falls hard for a man who looks very much like her father.
This recreation and reliving of a past trauma is a staple of drama for a reason: a lot of psychologists would say that that's the human condition, the "repetition compulsion," Freud called it: we all unconsciously seek out people, events and situations that duplicate our core trauma(s), in the hope of eventually triumphing over the situation that so wounded us.
In some stories, the wound or ghost is more akin to a family curse. In The Godfather, Michael Corleone is unable to escape the long shadow of his family business, and his particularly powerful father.
I must caution you that it’s very easy to slip into clichés, where ghosts and back stories are concerned. The young father who has recently lost his wife and feels unable to find love, the cop whose partner was killed in front of him in the line of duty, the FBI agent whose brother or sister was abducted and murdered by a serial killer. They say all the great stories have already been told, but those have been told just a few too many times for my taste. I’m sure you can come up with a few pet peeve clichés of your own.
CHARACTER INTRODUCTION
Of course you’re going to devise an interesting, clever and evocative introduction to your main character (and every other important character). This is so important I’ve included a whole chapter on it.
ILLUMINATING A MAIN CHARACTER THROUGH SUPPORTING CHARACTERS
The characters you surround your main character with will tell us a lot about your main character.
In real life, our families, friends and significant others say volumes about who we are as people, through the choices that we’ve made and also the things that we had no choice about. It’s exactly the same in books and films: the characters that surround your hero/ine should be characters in their own right, but they also reflect a lot about your hero/ine. Let’s look at just a few examples:
THE ANTAGONIST
The person whom the protagonist is fighting is often a dark mirror of the protagonist; in many stories we see that it wouldn’t take much for the hero/ine to become the antagonist, metaphorically speaking. The hero/ine and the antagonist often want the same thing, whether it’s an actual object, like the lost Ark of the Covenant; or the Maltese Falcon; or money; or a power, like control of a town (It’s a Wonderful Life) or a country (The Lion in Winter), or a family (Another Part of the Forest); or a person: a child (Kramer vs. Kramer), or a lover (five billion romantic comedies). And sometimes the only thing that distinguishes the protagonist from the antagonist is what methods they’re willing to use to get what they want; the hero/ine, we hope, is moral about it (though crossing the line is almost an inevitable part of any story), and the antagonist is willing to lie, cheat, hurt or kill for it.
In a love story often the lover is the antagonist, and serves as a mirror in a slightly less dark, but no less disconcerting way.
ALLIES
The sidekick, the roommate, the best friend, the love interest, the brother or sister — all of these can illuminate different sides of the protagonist.
MENTOR
The annoying — I mean, amazing — thing about a good mentor is that they know the protagonist better than the protagonist knows her or himself. From Glinda to Yoda to Hannibal Lecter, the mentor often represents the hero/ine’s higher power or superego, sometimes both, and always holds the key to the life lesson the hero/ine most needs to learn. And another great thing about a mentor character is that they’re allowed to be on the nose and say exactly what it is that the hero/ine needs and wants, and why they’re too screwed up to ever get it (unless of course they do exactly as the mentor tells them to!).
LOVE INTEREST
This character generally plays a dual role: the love interest can also be the antagonist (in most love stories), an ally, or a mentor. The object of desire is very often the opposite of the hero/ine — and thus represents all the qualities that the hero/ine needs to become whole.
THE EXTERNAL WORLD REFLECTS THE INNER STATE OF THE MAIN CHARACTER
The first visuals we get of a character: where she is, what the weather is like, what she's wearing, what her relationship is to her surroundings, the general atmosphere and look of her external environment — all serve to give us a picture of what's going on inside her head — and all are great ways to introduce us to deep character. Just the place that she's in can be thematic.
In New in Town, the frozen, wintry wasteland of New Ulm is a visual metaphor for heroine Lucy’s frozen emotions. In Romancing the Stone, in the opening book sequence, we literally see Joan Wilder’s fantasy life: the woman she wants to be, the man she wants to have, and the wilderness adventure she wants to live.
Think you can’t do that in novels? Think again. Ask yourself how you would introduce your main character if your story were a movie, and then describe how that scene looks on paper:
In The Harrowing, I introduce my lonely, troubled college girl heroine Robin in a classroom with an unnervingly violent storm outside. She is surrounded by people but completely isolated, in her own head, and dressed all in black, and the phrases that jump out at her from the professor's lecture are ominous, even irrational. I think we get a good sense that this girl is in psychological trouble and should definitely not be left alone on campus to fend for herself, which is exactly what is about to happen.
In The Price, I introduce Boston District Attorney Will Sullivan sitting alone in a freezing, silent chapel tucked away in a back corridor of a hospital. He's dressed in an expensive power suit, but he is helpless and desperate and alone; trying to pray but completely unable to. But he also is carrying a live bunny rabbit in his suit, sneaking it into the hospital as a present for his daughter. I think — hope! — all of those visuals combine to give us a layered sense of who this man is from the very beginning of the book, and make us want to find out more about him, and even maybe go on this difficult journey with him.
Now, in novels, I realize that we have more time to get to know a character, and the knowledge we gain about a character is more cumulative than in film. I think when we read a novel the main character very often is a role that we take on ourselves, and we live the character more than observe them. That's what having access to a character's internal thoughts does for us.
And obviously if a book is in first person, those first few sentences from the character to the reader are especially crucial, because that’s the character talking to us. So character voice, in first person, is as important as the visual. But the visual is key, and very often neglected by novelists who are used to relying on internal dialogue. The collage book I will talk about in Chapter 30 can really help you detail your main character.
ARCHETYPES AND YOUR MAIN CHARACTER
I am not going to get into advice like writing out a thirty-page biography on your character. If that’s what you do to create character, you’re probably already doing it. Personally, I always do a timeline based on the character’s age so I can see what was going on in his or her society and world when s/he was at various stages of life. But one thing I’ve found invaluable to me in understanding and creating character is archetype (read your Carl Jung, Joseph Campbell and Christopher Vogler!), and I particularly respond to Greek archetypes. One of the most useful books I’ve ever read on character, and I mean ever, is Jungian psychologist Jean Shinoda Bolen’s books Goddesses in Everywoman and Gods in Everyman: both fascinating analyses of how the Greek gods and goddesses are still alive and well in our own modern personalities. Start reading and you’ll see instantly how applicable these books are to creating character.
I also recommend the book Shadow Syndromes, by John J. Ratey, which breaks down how personality disorders like schizophrenia, sadistic personality disorder, bipolar disorder, obsessive compulsive disorder, etc., can manifest in ordinary personalities in a more subtle form. This is just as useful for creating comic characters as it is for creating psychopaths. And of course Myers-Briggs tests are always helpful in honing in on character; other writers swear by the Enneagram or that old standard, astrology.
Again — whatever works, is gold!
ASSIGNMENT: Choose a protagonist from your list that you particularly respond to and watch that film or read that book, making note of the specific techniques the storyteller uses to bring that character to life.
CHARACTER TROPES
It’s also really useful to be aware of character clichés, so that you don’t unknowingly fall into the trap of using a character so time-worn that you will invite ridicule. Here’s just a partial list of clichés — character types so overused that they’ve been inducted into the cliché hall of fame (take a look at websites like TVTropes.com).
Chosen One, Cinderella, Mysterious Stranger/Traveling Angel, Knight Errant, Boy Next Door, Girl Next Door, Femme Fatale, Seer/Sibyl, Christ Figure, The Fool, The Third Son, The Third Daughter, Whiz Kid, Final Girl, Absent-Minded Scientist. Byronic Hero, Bad Boy, Bad Girl, Gentleman Thief, Reluctant Hero, Sinner Who Becomes a Saint. Supervillain, Shapeshifter, Trickster, Dark Lord, Evil Twin, Pissed-Off Brother (or Sister), Black Widow, Mad Scientist, Perverted Old Man, Mystery Villain, Witch, Crone, Evil Clown, Evil Wizard, Absent-minded Professor, Expert From Afar, Magician, Divine Fool, Wise Child, Seer/Sybil, Religious Nut, Hooker With A Heart Of Gold, Too Dumb To Live, Mary Sue, Manic Pixie, Martial Arts Master, Jedi Mentor, Cannon Fodder, Blonde, Ingénue, Jailbait, Jewish Mother, Magical Negro, Dark Lady, Clown, Crone, Fairy Godmother, Monster-In-Law, Pompous Ass, Nerd, Supernatural Ally, Wise Old Woman/Man, Snooty Clerk or Waiter, Devoted Domestic.
Even if you’ve never heard of some of those types, you get instantly what they are, right? That’s because we’ve all seen them a million times before. Now, that doesn’t mean you can’t use these character types, not at all! It’s just a warning that you would do well to be aware that a particular character has been epically overused, and figure out how to deepen or twist the stereotype in some way.
In love stories, and especially in the books we call romance, there’s a significant structural difference from any other genre that we need to talk about right away. In romance, the Hero and Heroine of the story are generally more equal characters than we ever see in any other genre. Sometimes one character has a slight edge over the other as the POV (Point Of View) character, and sometimes the story really will belong to one character and the other acts as a love interest. But often you see pretty much a dual protagonist, two characters working together (usually reluctantly at first) against some kind of outer antagonist — or — you will see equal characters who are each other’s antagonist, who both have to undergo major character arcs (which you could call a DOUBLE REVERSAL) in order to come together as a couple.
Which of those dynamics you want to portray in your story is one of the most important decisions you will make in writing your own love story. You may find the dynamic changes as you’re writing your first draft, which is perfectly fine — all part of the process! Just get the story down on paper, and see what you’ve got and how you want to hone the relationship in your second draft.
If you are writing a dual protagonist, or protagonist/antagonist love story, then you’re going to have to detail all the essential building blocks of character for both characters: Inner and Outer Desire, Ghost/Wound, Ordinary World and Character Arc.
And beyond that, there’s an overall character dynamic I very often see in love stories that I think is helpful to be aware of.
There’s a saying you may have heard — that in a relationship there is always a lover and a loved one. One loves, and the other lets himself/herself be loved. Whether that’s actually true in life, I’m not sure I want to know; one would hope these things would be somewhat equal! But I know this Lover/Loved One dynamic tends to be the case in romantic comedy, and it’s a useful model for writing all kinds of romance and love subplots.
In most stories, for a large part of the story, there’s an imbalance between the hero and heroine, or hero/hero, or heroine/heroine … the two lovers, whatever gender and orientation they may be (I’m not going to get into the subgenre of ménages, sorry — maybe next book!).
At first, what this looks like is that there’s a Pursuer and a Pursued — but the pursuer might not be the one who loves most deeply. The pursuit might be ego-based, or to win a bet, or obviously, just sexual conquest — any number of things.
Now, the two characters might equally hate each other at first: as in What Happens in Vegas, You’ve Got Mail, Leap Year. But pretty quickly in most romantic comedies, one of the characters becomes more interested in the other, and becomes the pursuer.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/74640 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!