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3/4/12 The Basics of Screenwriting
‘ mvented for your characters will determmne ther behavior and actions. Acting in character doesn't mean

behaving in the same manner throughout the screenplay. People often act in contradictory ways, one
‘minute helping their cause, the next hurting it. But, as Shakespeare once said, there should be some
method, or sense, to their madness.

Getting to know your characters
While your characters should be active, they shouldnt be in perpetual motion. Pivotal characters should

be allowed to reflect on their behavior from time to time, and audiences should be allowed into their
thoughts. Voice-over narration is one way to give audiences insight into your character's head.
American Beauty, Taxi Driver and Sunset Boulevard are all movies that use voice-overs effectively.
Creating scenes featuring your character alone is a better way to allow your audience to explore the
character's conflicts. The most memorable scene in Martin Scorsese's Taxi Driver (1976) is the one in
which Travis, wielding his spring-loaded pistol, pretends to confront his imaginary enemies while
studying himself in a mirror. His evolution from misfit to killer is dramatized most effectively while he is
alone, showing us his anguish through solitary but powerful actions.

Paul Schrader is able to create
a compelling story even while
the central character is alone on
M the screen.

American Film Institute

For minor characters, distinguishing qualities can be rendered in simple, visual bits. In Billy Wilder's
Some Like It Hot (1959), for example, the ruthless gangster "Spats" is known by his immaculate spats
shoes, while his doomed rival, "Toothpick Charlie," is always seen with a toothpick in his mouth.

Physical mannerisms and habits, such as a nervous stutter or chain smoking, can also be used in your
screenplay to quickly differentiate your characters for the audience, while introducing them to important
attributes of the character's background.

e character's progress c}mma[er arcl'\ejypas s H\e N‘L of... s La.nS recre,odeal L\/

\ Implicit in the premise of a story is character development. In order
conveAsion for the conflict to climax and resolvé, the protagonist must g0
through change. His tanding of the world must deepen in
bey i\j - beum 3’ /“some_ VYEZ' In Taxi %ﬁs Bickle's personality becomes
true power 5. more tortured and fractured, he becomes more viokent toward the
Jrlxz abilit Z te a,c'} society around him. In Frank Capra's It's a Wonderful Life (1946),
Iittt; wrle ﬁ . George s goals in life--travel, college, business--are consistently
b&l ng acted f:kpcn/ r  deraiked, lkeading him to contemplate suicide. The learning process :
undBt-geing aa "54“ * Travis and George go through alters their attitudes and behavior. American Film Institute
www.fathom.com/course/21701762/session2.html
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Oversees the Locations Department and its staff, typically reporting directly to
the Production Manager and/or Assistant Director (or even Director and/or
Executive Producer). Location Manager is responsible for final clearing (or
guaranteeing permission to use) a location for filming and must often assist
Production/Finance Dept(s) in maintaining budget management regarding actual
location/permit fees as well as labor costs to production for himself and the
Locations Department at large.
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unfold in my life, at times a portion of my childhood innocence
would be displaced by an ‘awakening awareness’ of the realities
of the human condition. And while I see signs of the
advancement of civilization, especially in science and technology,
I really don't see this pace of advancement mirrored in our
humanity towards each other.

As far back as I can remember, I've always questioned why this
is the case. What is the source of the continuum of our
individual and collective circumstances? When I would ask
others about the persistence of the prevailing state of human
affairs we commonly refer to as 'reality’, I was usually informed
by others that reality 'is what it is' and there is little if
anything that can be done but to accept it.

As I began to mature, I grew increasingly suspicious that there
was something wrong-minded, something fundamentally flawed,
with this way of thinking, with this kind of mindset. Intuitively
I knew something was amiss. Being a somewhat curious and
probing young man, I'd contemplate this matter from time to
time in search of insight into the 'state of affairs’ we commonly
refer to as 'reality’.

By the time I was 17 years old, the quest for insight into the
human condition and our collective 'state of affairs’ had become
a passion. I began to lose interest in conventional education, and
yearning for a change, decided to join the U.S. Marine Corps.
Upon discharge from the Marines, I was afforded an
opportunity, through the G.I. Bill, to pursue my passion by
attending a community college.

It was during this exposure to secondary education that I
discovered that my passion had a name. I was, in essence, a
philosopher. Now...this is a declaration that can result in
questioning stares and disbelieving looks. It is as if it's common
knowledge that philosophers were a species that once existed
but are now long extinct. I further established that my specific
interest in this field was in the discipline known as ontology.

Copyright © 2004-2009 Dennis Berry 2
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Hero is a Four-Letter Word http://www.writersstore.com/hero-is-a-4-letter-word

If the story began after the Villain's scheme was already a known problem, then perhaps we could say that was the status quo, and Bond is taking the
initiative to change it, thereby making him the Protagonist. But most Bond films set the status quo as a peaceful world scene into which the Villain interjects
an element of threat. Only then does Bond spring into action, to stop what the Villain is trying to do.

So, Bond remains a Good Guy, is still the Central Character, continues to carry the story’s moral position, but is an Antagonist, rather than a Protagonist.

Al
In a story, the Protagonist represents our own initiative - the motivation to shake things up, change the order, alter the course. COWrSE | eve ’u/{’l on
p— e — ——  corrections vs.

In contrast, the Antagonist represents our reluctance to change - the motivation is 6t maintain the status quo or to return things to the state in which they revo l LCHO n
had been. The battle between them HUStrates the inner conflict wé all experience when trying to decide if it is Better to try something new or to let sleeping
dogs lie. .

So, simply swapping the qualities of being Protagonist and Antagonist will have a tremendous effect on a Hero and Villain, even though all the other qualities
remain the same. If you have only been creating the standard Hero and Villain, this one technique alone will open many new creative avenues.

Main / Influence Swap

Now how much would you pay? But wait! There's more.... Suppose we put the Protagonist and Antagonist qualities back in their usual places and try another
kind of swap:

Hero: Protagonist, Influence Character, Central Character, Good Guy
Villian: Antagonist, Main Character, Second-Most Central, Bad Guy

Here we have set the Villain up as the Main Character, which basically means that the reader or audience experiences the story through the Villain's eyes,
and, that the Villain is the one grappling with the moral dilemma and the Hero is the one trying to change his world view.

Now that's interesting, isn't it? A good example of this arrangement is A Christmas Carol, in which Scrooge is the Bad Guy, suffering the Moral Dilemma, we
see things from his position, and he is the Antagonist, trying to put a stop to the meddling of the ghosts and get the status quo back to normal.

The Ghosts, collectively, form the Hero of the story, taking the initiative to change Scrooge's life-course, tying to change his attitude, and trying to do the right
thing for someone else, even though they can't help themselves (classic Good-Guy mentality).

There's one other change in that story that doesn't match the line-up listed above, however. Scrooge is also the Central Character and the Ghosts are the
Second Most Central. So, the proper arrangement of qualities in A Christmas Carol would look like this:

Hero: Protagonist, Influence Character, Second-Most Central, Good Guy

Villian: Antagonist, Main Character, Central Character, Bad Guy

This example has served to illustrate that you don't have to limit yourself to swapping just one quality, but in fact, can mix and match them in any combination
you want! Imagine the possibilities!

Good Guy / Bad Guy Swap

Still, there's one more kind of alteration in the classic Hero and Villain we have not yet addressed at all: Good Guy and Bad Guy. Based on what we have
done so far, you might assume we would simply want to swap those two traits and, to be sure, we could do that:

Hero: Protagonist, influence Character, Central Character, Bad Guy
Villian: Antagonist, Main Character, Second-Most Central , Good Guy

Now you have a Hero that is, perhaps, more of the classic Anti-Hero, something like the Main Character in Taxi Driver. Here's a disturbed individual who is
under such personal pressure that he snaps into a fantasy world and acts to the harm of others. But, he is definitely the Central Character, and he is the Main
Character-because we see the story through his eyes and he grapples with the moral dilemma, He is also the Protagonist, because he is the one who take
the initiative.

Now, while we could do that simply Good Guy/Bad Guy swap, there’s something a little different that really opens up the game...

What if we make both characters Good Guys? You know, just because two people disagree doesn't mean one of them has to be operating from ill intent.
They might both have the best interests of others paramount in their minds, yet differ in their views of how to accomplish that.

So, if one wants to build a dam on the river that runs through the small town in which he grew up in order to end the poverty under which his people are
suffering, another of the town'’s citizens might be dead-set against it because he believes it would ruin the small-town atmosphere, and even if the people
have more money, it wouidn't be worth living there anymore.

Clearly both are Good Guys, yet in the effort to achieve the goal, they are diametrically opposed. The man trying to build the dam is the Protagonist. The man
trying to stop it is the Antagonist.

Putting it All Together
Okay, let's take the example above and use the freedom of all that we have learned to fashion two completely non-stereotypical characters.

First, we already have the Protagonist trying to build the dam and the Antagonist trying to stof
more important and memorable of the two. You make this choice by picking the one you find r
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character will almost automatically cause you to give him more media real estate and to draw him with the greatest passion.

Choosing which one you want as your Main Character may be trickier, since it doesn't necessarily have to be the Central Character nor the Protagonist.
Often, a charismatic Antagonist makes a good Main Character, but so does a dull bystander who simply provides a good perspective on the story for the
reader or audience to adopt.

Finally, you determine if both are Good Guys, Bad Guys, or if one is Good and the other Bad. This choice will depend on whether you want your audience or
reader to stand in the shoes of a Good perspective, as with Dr. Richard Kimble in The Fugitive, or in the shoes of the Bad perspective as with Scrooge in A
Christmas Carol.

In the Good scenario, you make your reader or audience feel self-righteous, and teach by example. In the Bad scenario, you accuse your reader or audience &Xfer '“"l

and teach by encouraging them to deny it in their own lives and prove you wrong. Then, You use your plot to explore both characters’ points of view, plessuwre

ultimately passing your judgment upon them as your story's message. An AVeTatise do considey oy A Spectogel, versus
and o (/'\a—“QAjQ_ 4’0 DHelLP't' C Ta $v“FY ‘M\U"‘ [n‘fél”nx,[

Well, you get the idea. All this might seem pretty obvious by now, but recall back to the beginning in Part One one of this trilogy of articles when we were only .

talking about the classic Hero and Villain. At the time, they might have seemed the best way to go for any story, but now... Well, Hero is a four-letter word, 0{“ e

and by breaking him and his Villainous counterpart into their various components, you can now create far more interesting, unpredictable and believable

characters than you could before.

Study Exercises for Part Three: Mixed up Heroes and Villains
1. List three pairs of Heroes and Villains, such as Chief Brody and The Shark from Jaws.
2. Break down each pair to show how the four basic qualities of each are either in the classic arrangement, or have been redistributed between the two.

3. For each pair, list examples from the story in which they appear that illustrate each qua]ity as belonging to the character you have determined possesses
it.

writing Exercises for Part Three: Building Non-Stereotypical Heroes and Villains

1. Devise a goal for a hypothetical story. Create a Hero/Villain pair with Protagonist and Antagonist swapped. Write an example of what might happen in the
hypothetical story that would illustrate their positions in regard to the goal.

2. Devise a moral dilemma (such as working weekends to support one's family vs. spending time with your children). Create a Hero/Villain pair with Main and
Influence Character qualities swapped. Use a story example to illustrate how the reader/audience sees the story through the Main Character's eyes, or from
his or her position. lllustrate how the Hero, as Influence Character, will pressure the Villain to change his or her point of view in regard to the moral dilemma.

3. Create a story scenario that fits each of the following:
- Hero is a Good Guy and Viliain is a Bad Guy.

- Both Hero and Villain are Good Guys.

- Both Hero and Villain are Bad Guys.

- Hero is a Bad Guy and Villain is a Good Guy.

Meet the Author: Melanie Ann Phillips
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Be a Story Weaver - NOT a Story Mechanic

Too many writers fall into the trap of making Structure their Story God. There's no denying that

structure is important, but paying too much attention to structure can destroy your story.
e ————— —— - TT————

We have all seen movies and read novels that feel like "paint by numbers" creations. Sure, they hit all
the marks and cover all the expected relationships, but they seem stilted, uninspired, contrived, and
lifeless.

The authors of such pedestrian fare are Story Mechanics. A Story Mechanic is a writer who constructs a
story as if it were a machine. Startn/n_g_w_ugh aE)_Iy_e_;_)[l_nt thwathers the necessary dramatic

components, assembles the gears and puIIeys tlghtens all the structural nuts and bolts, and then tries to
make the story i nteresting with a fancy palntJob

But there is another kind of writer who creates a different kind of story. These Story Weavers begin with
JR——

sﬂy_ggts or concepts they are passionate about and let the structure suggest itself from the material.

They see their players as people before they considér them as characters. Events are happenings before

t/eyirgyot. Values precede theme and the story develops a world before it develops a genre.

) —_— —T ———

- .
— P e

A book or movie written by a Story Weaver is involving, riveting, and compelling. It captures the fullness
of human emotion, and captivates the mind.

This article will explore how to be a Story Weaver - NOT a Story Mechanic.
The Story Weaver's Method

First, clear your mind of any thoughts about characters, plot, theme, and genre. Avoid any consideration
of character arc, hero's journey, acts, scenes, sequences, beats, messages, premises, settings,
atmosphere, and formulas. In short - don't give structure a second thought.

Now work to create a world in which people live and interact, things happen, meaning can be found and
the environment is intriguing. To do thls, we'll progress through four different stages of story creat|on
inspiration, Development, Exposition, and Storytelling. —_

T —— e - — a—————————.

e

Inspiration . |

Inspiration can come from many sources: a conversation overheard at a coffee shop, a newspaper
article, or a personal experience to name a few. And, inspiration can also take many forms: a snippet of
dialogue, a bit of action, a clever concept, and so on. !

If you can't think of a story idea to save your life, there are a few things you can do to goose the Muse.

First of all, consider your creative time. Some people consistently find inspiration in the morning, others
in the afternoon, evening or even in the dead of night. Some people are more creative in the summer
and can't write worth a darn in the other three seasons. There are authors who work in cycles and those o
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In Development you'll begin to populate your story with people you might like to write about, work out
nbeveopmer Jketowrteab

—-—-—-‘-"_‘-’-— ——————” o ————— e
some of the thi at will happen in your story, and establish the world or environment in which it

. . . ar———"
takes place. These efforts will ultimately result in your characters, plot, theme, and genre.
e e Y e YR e, PO

There are many Story Weavmg technlques for the Development stage, but one of the most powerful is

—— e

to to project your ! world beyond l\:hca;ls spe;ilflcElly state9¢n the#zg,g:iel,* .llﬁ e 5/_‘()((/ ";,a’g:um

As an example, let's use the log line from above: "The marshal in an old western town struggles to stop a
gang that is bleeding the town dry." Now let's see how we can expand that world to create a whole
group of people who grow out of the story, some of whom will ultimately become our characters.

The only specifically called-for characters are the marshal and the gang. But, you'd expect the gang to
have a leader and the town to have a mayor. The marshal might have a deputy. And, if the town is being
bled dry, then some businessmen and shopkeepers would be in order as well. -

Range a little wider now and list some characters that aren't necessarily expected, but wouldn't seem
particularly out of place in such a story.

Example: A saloon girl, a bartender, blacksmith, rancher, preacher, schoolteacher, etc.

Now, let yourself go a bit and list a number of characters that would seem somewhat out of place but
still explainable in such a story.

Example: A troupe of traveling acrobats, Ulysses S. Grant, a Prussian Duke, a bird watcher.

Finally, pull out all the stops and list some completely inappropriate characters that would take a heap
of explaining to your reader/audience if they showed up in your story.

Example: Richard Nixon, Martians, the Ghost of Julius Caesar

Although you'll likely discard these characters, just the process of coming up with them can lead to new
ideas and directions for your story.

For example, the town marshal might become more interesting if he was a history buff, specifically
reading about the Roman Empire. In his first run-in with the gang, he is knocked out cold with a
concussion. For the rest of the story, he keeps imagining the Ghost of Julius Caesar giving him unwanted
advice.

~ This same kind of approach can be applied to your log line to generate the events that will happen in
your story, the values you will explore, and the nature of your story's world (which will become your
genre).

I+ a Se,ﬂm forth of the mcanmj of pupo:e (as of « «)n%'g) AIM

ition ™ "’ d d +o < nvey f
Exposition ©  Ja: o{-scoursq, or an example of esigne o inforMaton
or explain what (s A/ ¥ lcult to un-lersh,td . owquvof\ someHhiag,
The third stage of Story Weaving is to lay out an Exposition Plan for your story. By the time you é}dftas-f{?omr\g'\‘%
complete the Development Stage, you will probably have a pretty good idea what your story is about.

But your audience knows nothing of it - not yet - not until you write down what you know.

P{, ’ Page 3 of 7
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o OO Of course, you could just write, "My story's goal is to rid the town of the gang that is bleeding it dry. The
A" Choice 0%’ marshal is the protagonist, and he ultimately succeeds, but at great personal cost."

A f’lﬁrfhjn{*ule

g
" 4' Sure, it's a story, but not a very interesting one. If you were to unfold your story in this perfunctory style,
P 5%41‘104 you'd have a complete story that felt just like that{"paint by numﬁpicture we encountered earlier.

[eSetences
¢ Part of what gives a story life is the manner in whichistory pointsjare revealed, revisited throughout the

Can\%ed story, played against each other and blended together, much as a master painter will blend colors,
the edges, shapes and shadows.
Dots

As an example, let's create an Exposition Plan to reveal a story's goal. Sometimes a goal is spelled out
(Ohdc”b’}"“\ right at the beginning, such as a meeting in which a general tells a special strike unit that a senator's
° daughter has been kidnapped by terrorists and they must rescue her.
Col\cv,f"’s o
¥ . Other times, the goal is hidden behind an apparent goal. So, if your story had used the scene described
Tlf"' B'S above, it might turn out that it was really just a cover story and, in fact, the supposed "daughter" was
Pictuie actually an agent who was assigned to identify and kill a double agent working on the strike team.

Emarges
¥ Goals may also be revealed slowly, such as in The Godfather, where it takes the entire film to realize
éXP“”J“! that the goal is to keep the family alive by replacing the aging Don with a younger member of the family.

Consc bugness Further, in The Godfather, as in many Alfred Hitchcock films, the goal is not nearly as important as the

¢ 77‘&:} . chase or the inside information or the thematic atmosphere. So don't feel obligated to elevate every
Xa{ 1°4 story point to the same level. .
Act
' cj,, “2,-,\ Let your imagination run wild. Jot down as many instances as come to mind _|_r.1 which the particular story
45t Connec point comes into play. Such events, moments or scenarios enrich a story and add passionto a_
p | j:}; perfunctory telling of the tale. Pe/:{uncm [te ?Comf{h@%;ge‘é 1 ilif‘%f‘f:}:?‘ “’ME“’;“ *3""*‘2”"%:']‘! >
Sl e T hatactedized by rowhne or supurtieralcty: MEcHANICAL {a S mile
? ; é{ *0ne of the best ways to do this is to consider how each story point might affect other story points. For
| sf(wlmi example, each character sees the overall goal as a step in helping them accomplish their personal goals.
e ;f ; ~ So, why not create a scenario where a character wistfully describes his personal goal to another
° { It Aces character while sitting around a campfire? He can explain how achievement of the overall story goal will
f { {JL.{' help him get what he personally wants.
1 (onstellalson
5‘; 0.§: An example of this is in the John Wayne classic movie, The Searchers. John Wayne's character asks an
:) Cortcep'; old, mentally slow friend to help search for the missing girl. Finding the girl is the overall goal. The friend
. 4 has a personal goal: he tells Wayne that he just wants a roof over his head and a rocking chair by the
: the 5' fire. This character ige_:sl\ls participation in the effort to achieve the goal as tr_m_e means of o_btaining
* P;dWE something he has personally longed for. . [
+ . A 1! haviag pover "'O(DMpt
. , Mgr‘,@kje: g . N&Vi 3 g a
| atedeeg Storytelling €O ok [4 oh‘!,,,fgjgflzr,(oﬂc’cf, ;o/‘t?z’?’ to the mind on reao .‘CIAIVUJL i —
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By the time you've created an Exposition Plan for each story point you worked on in the Development
phase, you'll have assembled a huge number of events, moments, and scenarios. There's only one thing

left to do: tell your story!

-» Storytellingis a multi-fqgg_t_ed endeavor. It incorporates style, timing, blending of several story points
into full-bodied scenes, sentence structure, grammar, vocabulary, and good old-fashioned charisma.

Story Mechanics often get stuck at this point. They write one great line and become so intimidated by its
grandeur they are afraid to write anything else lest it not measure up to that initial quality.

~M Fact is, you're only as good as your own talent - GET OVER IT! Don't grieve over every phrase to try and
make yourself look better than you are. Just spew out the words and get the story told. Something not
up to snuff? That's what re-writes are for!

-b Get in touch with your own passions. Each of us is born a passionate human being. But we quickly learn
that the world does not appreciate all our emotional expressions. In no time, we develop a whole bag of
behaviors that don't truly reflect who we really are. But, they do help us get by. ]

Problem is, these false presentations of our selves appear to be our real selves to everyone else. So,
they give us presents we don't really want make friendships WIth people we don t really Ilke, and even
marry people we don't really love!

This false Ilf,egve develop is a mask, but by no means is it always a well-fitting one. In fact, it chafes

— e

agamst the real " The emotlonal irritation could be ellmmated if we removg(_i‘the mask, but it then we /‘(jk loss (
m|ght Iose ourjobs frlends and lovers because they might find the actual people we are to be total

strangers and not someone they like. . N
imege V5. Jtmtcf'y S_Ap[[—-pw:i(e‘: @Mﬁ.*m\é

B mstead we just tighten the mask down so hard |t becomes an exo- skeleton part of what we call

- — — e

" ~ "-\-
ourselves In fact, after a time, we forget we are even wearing a mask We come to believe that this is
who we really are.

Now, try getting in touch with your passions through that! The mask dampens any emotional energy we
have and our writing dribbles out like pablum.

Wanna' really be passionate? Then try this: Lock the doors, take the phone off the hook, search for
hidden video cameras, and then sit down to write. For just one page, write about the one thing about
yourself you are most afraid that anyone would ever find out.

By writing about your most shameful or embarrassing trait or action, you will tap right through that
mask into the your feelings. And a gusher of passion will burst out of the hole.

Once you know where to find the oil field of your soul, you can drill down into it any time you like. of
course, every time you draw from th‘_at well, you put more cr_a_gfs in the mask. Eventually, the darn t thing

mught shatter altogether Ieavmg you unable to be anyone but yourself with your boss, your friends, and
your lover. Downside risk: you mlght lose them all. But, you'll be a far better writer.

p-{' (Page5of 7
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And finally, go for broke. Exaggerate 3_[11:! carry everything you do to the extreme. It is far easier to go
overboard and then temper it back in a re-write than to underplay your work and have to try and beef it
up.

Remember, there is only one cardinal sin in Story Weaving, and that is boring your audience!
— p—— — p— po— pp——— T —— e

There are far more tips, tricks, and techniques than we can fit into this single article. But by applying
even these few, you will be well on your way to being a Story Weaver - NOT a Story Mechanic!

Writing Exercises
Inspiration:

1. Keep a log of the times and places you are most inspired. See if you can spot patterns and trends to
help you schedule where and when to write.

2. Try the Synthesis Technique. Subject yourself to two different sources of information, such as reading
a magazine while listening to a talk radio program. Jot down the creative ideas that come to mind.

3. Write three nonsense words, such as "Red Dog Rover" and list as many different meanings as you can
for your nonsense phrase. Look over the list to see if any spur ideas for stories you might want to tell.

Development:

1. Write a short log line, or get one from a TV listing, and expand it from what is stated to what is
inferred.

2. Take the expanded log line and add your own material that is consistent with the log line, but was not
inferred at all.

Exposition:

1. From a story you have written, or a story idea you are developing, devise 5 different ways of revealing
the nature of the goal.

2. Devise several ways of revealing other story points, such as your Main Character's person problem or
drive, the consequences if the goal is not met, or the moral conflict at the heart of your story.

Storytelling:

1. When all alone, write about your most embarrassing or private secret as a means of getting in touch
with your passion. (Be sure to destroy all the materials when you are done!)

2. Take a paragraph from something you have written, then re-write it in an exaggerated manner. Put it
way over the top. Then, tone it down to a reasonable level and compare it to the original. See if some of
the changes might actually work more passionately than the first draft.

© Melanie Anne Phillips
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clear as a bell...
' resonut" ring of fruthoe.
Story Weaving - Story Structure for Passionate Writers  visualize 4he Flame oF the burnin
match movong fowards the colloctive
match tips.. +9 :gm‘l’e
We all know that a story needs a sound structure. But no one reads a book or goes to a movie to enjoy a

—_——
good structure. And no author writes because he or she is driven to create a great structure. Rather, 97;%/:" A 7
—— T T P (‘3
?_u_gl_g}ggs and authors come to opposite sides gf istory because of their passions - the author driven to x{aalumess v

cTiONn .

express h|s or hers and the audlence hoplng to |gn|te its own. ,I Pusl%AESuﬂum ) u\g M{QA upw\ to \5?r¢¢fw,~¢ o
Suffer oo @ parrear] 3: Hho clafe or c«Pw Ty erbet/\j acted on by external ogents or Forces - *bae >

What draws us to a story in the first place is our attraction to the subject matter and the style. As an ““P‘d ImPACT
tXU{’o oA T PARTS

audience, we might be intrigued by the potential applications of a new discovery of science, the imper ExeavATIN
exploration of a newly rediscovered ancient city, or the life of a celehﬁ\lty Wem 1!ght Iove a taut mystery, ':){“Je ‘ :
Trae pepwed 15 e, Hhe abili rod uc€ wipert:
a fulfilling romance, or a chilling horror story. an edect a.ml The ca.p '}y'F-r 6&’\5 “hfqpm mouul perTs
or underqeing e -‘3‘ to

As authors what inspires us to write a story may be a bit of dialog we heard i ina restaurant, a notion for ;Mfm’
a character, a setting, time period, or a clever twist of plot we'd like to explore. Or, we might have a
deep-seated need to express a childhood experience, work out an irrational fear, or make a public

statement about a social injustice.

,and our
No matter what our attraction as audience or author, our passions trigger our imaginations. So why

should an author worry about structure? Because gassmﬂdes on structure, and if the structure is
flawed or even broken, then the passionate expression from author to audience will fail.

Structure, when created properly, is invisible, serving only as the carrler wave that delivers the passion

to the audtence But when structure is fIawed it adds statlc to the flow of emotion, breaklng up and o /%a/
possnbly scrambllng the passuon so badly that the au_dl_e_nce does not hear" the author S message. neise h

The attempt to ensure a sound structure is an intellectual pursuit. Questions such as "Who is my
Protagonist?" "Where should my story begin?" "What happens in Act Two?" or "What is my message?"
force an author to turn away from his or her passion and embrace logistics instead.

As a result, authors often becomes mired in the nuts and bolts of storytelling, staring at a blank page not
because of a lack of inspiration, but because they can't figure out how to make their passions make
sense.

Worse, the re-writing process is often grueling and frustrating, forcing the author to accept unwanted
changes in the flow of emotion for the sake of logic. So what is an author to do? Is there any way out of
this dilemma?

Absolutely! In fact, there are quite a number of techniques that can accommodate the demands of
structure without hobbling the Muse. In my StoryWeaving seminar the entire focus is on the different
approaches that can be used to develop a sound story without undermining our creative drive. But of all
of these, there is one that stands above the rest.

Tricking the Muse: The Creativity Two-Step

P{,l Page 1 0of 5
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StoryWeaving - Avoiding the Genre Trap

A common misconception sees genre as a fixed list of dramatic requirements or a rigid structural
template from which there can be no deviation. Writers laboring under these restrictions often find
themselves boxed-in creatively. They become snared in the Genre Trap, cranking out stories that are
indistinguishable from a whole crop of their contemporaries

In fact, genre should be a fluid and organic entity that grows from each story individually. Such stories
are surprising, notable, memorable, and involving. In this article, you'll learn a new flexible technique for
creating stories that are unique within their genres.

How We Fall Into the Genre Trap

The first step in escaping from the Genre Trap is to understand how we fall into it in the first place.
Consider how wrapped up you become in the details of your story. You slave over every plot point,
struggle to empathize with every one of your characters, and perhaps even grieve over the effort to
instill a passionate theme.

The problem is, you become so buried in the elements of your story that you lose sight of what it feels
like as a whole. So while every piece may work individually, the overall impact may be fragmented,
incomplete, or inconsistent. To avoid this, we fall back on "proven" structures of successful stories in a
similar genre. We cut out parts of our story that don't fit that template, and add new sections to fill the
gaps. We snip and hammer until our story follows along the dotted lines.

And lo and behold, we have fallen into the genre trap - taking our original new idea and making it just
like somebody else's old idea. Sure, the trappings are different. Our characters have different names.
The big battle between good and evil takes place in a roller rink instead of a submarine. But underneath
it all, the mood, timber, and feel of our story is just like the hundred others stamped out in the same
genre mold.

A New Definition of Genre

Rather than thinking of your story as a structure, a template, or a genre, stand back a bit and look at Two
your story as it appears to your reader or audience. To them, every story has a personality of its own, Steps

almost as if it were a human being. From this perspective, stories fall into personality types, just like real ack
people.

When you meet someone for the first time, you might initially classify them as a Nerd, a Bully, a
Wisecracker, a Philanthropist, or a Thinker.

These, of course, are just first impressions, and if you get the chance to spend some time with each
person, you begin to discover a number of traits and quirks that set them apart from any other
individual in that personality type.

p7[ Page 1 of 4
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Similarly, when you encounter a story for the first time, you likely classify it as a Western, a Romance, a
Space Opera, or a Buddy Picture. Essentially, you see the personality of the story as a Stereotype.

At first, stories are easy to classify because you know nothing about them but the basic broad strokes.
But as a story unfolds, it reveals its own unique qualities that transform it from another faceless tale in
the crowd to a one-of-a-kind experience with its own identity.

At least, that is what it ought to do. But if you have fallen into the Genre Trap, you actually edit out all
the elements that make your story different and add others that make it the same. All in the name of
the Almighty Genre Templates ‘

How to Avoid the Genre Trap

Avoiding the Genre Trap is not only easy, but creatively inspiring as well! The process can begin at the
very start of your story's development (though you can apply this technique for re-writes as well).

Step One - Choosing Genres:

Make a list of all the Stereotypical Genres that have elements you might want to include in the story you
are currently developing. For example, you might want to consider aspects of a Western, a Space Opera,
a Romance, and a Horror Story.

Step Two - Listing Genre Elements:
List all the elements of each of these genres that intrigue you in general. For example:

Western - Brawl in the Saloon, Showdown Gunfight, Chase on Horseback, Lost Gold Mine, Desert,
Indians.

Space Opera - Time Warp, Laser Battle, Exploding Planet, Alien Race, Spaceship Battle, Ancient Ruins.

Romance - Boy Meets Girl, Boy Loses Girl, Boy Gets Girl, Misunderstanding alienates Boy and Girl, Rival
for Girl throws out Misinformation, Last Minute Reveal of the Truth leading to Joyful Reunion.

Horror Story - Series of Grizzly and Inventive Murders, The Evil Gradually Closes in on the Heroes, Scary
Isolated Location, Massive Rainstorm with Lightning and Thunder.

(Note that some genre elements are about setting, some about action, and some about character
relationships. That's why it is so hard to say what genre is. And it is also why looking at genre as a story's
Personality Type is so useful. i

S —

Step Three - Selecting Genre Elements:

From the lists of elements you have created, pick and choose elements from each of the genres that you
might like to actually include in your story.

pf 3 Page 2 of 4
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For example, from Western you might want Lost Gold Mine, Desert, and Indians. From Space Opera you
might choose Spaceship Battle, Exploding Planet and Alien Race. Romance would offer up all the
elements you had listed: Boy Meets Girl, Boy Loses Girl, Boy Gets Girl, Misunderstanding alienates Boy
and Girl, Rival for Girl throws our Misinformation, Last Minute Reveal of the Truth leading to Joyful
Reunion. And finally, from Horror Story you might select Scary Isolated Location, Massive Rainstorm
with Lightning and Thunder.

Step Four - Cross Pollinating Genres:

From this Master List of Genre Elements that you might like to include in your story, see if any of the
elements from one genre have a tie-in with those from another genre.

For example, Indians from the Western and Alien Race from the Space Opera could become a race of
aliens on a planet that share many of the qualities of the American Indian. And, the relationship
between the boy and the girl easily becomes a Romeo and Juliet saga of a human boy colonizing the
planet who falls in love with an alien girl.

Step Five - Peppering Your Story with Genre Elements:

/nce_you 've chosen your elements and cross- -pollinated others, you need to determine where i in your_

story to place them. If you are are stuck in a Genre Trap, thereis a tendency totry and get aII the genre
—— —_——

elements workmg nght up front so that the genre is clear to the reader/aud|ence

e —— o e— e ™ —

This i is I hke trying to know everythmg there is to discover about a person as soon as you meet him m or her.

Itis n:g_@ like a resume than an introduction. The effect is to overload the front end of the he story / with
more information than can be assimilated, and have nowhere left to to go 5 when the reader/audlence

wants to get to know - the story s personality better as the story unfolds.

e — a— —— e e

—

So, make a timeline of | the k__y story pornts |n your plo plot. Add inany prmcupal character moments of of
growth, dlscovery, or confllct Now into that tlmellne pepper the ge_rlr_eelements you f have developed

foryourstory (D,\@T};f A,gcm/eryngl”owﬂt

For example, you might decide to end with a massive spaceship battle, or you could choose to open with
one. The information about the Alien Race being like the America Indians might be right up front in the
Teaser, or you could choose to reveal it in the middle of the second act as a pivotal turning point in the
story.

Because genre elements are often atmospherlc in nature, they can frequently be placed jt just about
anywhere without greatly affectmg the essential flow of the plc plot or the pace of character gr growth i
—— —— T T~ i :

———

As you lo look at your timeline, you can see and control the reader's first impressions of the > story genre.
And d you can antrapate the ongomg mood changes in your s story s feel as additional elements in 1its.
personallty are revealed scene by scene or chapter by chapter.

What about Re-writes?

P.'Lg Page 3 of 4 |
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Not everyone wants to start a story with genre development. In fact, you might want to go through an
entire draft and then determine what genre elements you'd like to add to what you already have.

The process is the same. Just list the genres that have elements you might wish to include. List the
elements in each that intrigue you. Select the ones that would fit nicely into your story. Cross-Pollinate
where you can. Pepper them into your existing timeline to fill gaps where the story bogs down and to
reveal your story as a unique personality.

Summing Up the Sum of the Parts

Genre is part setting, part action, part character, ag_<_j_p’§_rt_~5tﬂg[y-_telling style. Trying to follow a fixed
template turns your story into just another clone. But by recognizing that genre is really a story's
pg_[_s_o'n_ality type, you can make it as individual as V‘l‘iﬂ'_‘f- And by peppering your elements throughout
your story's timeline, you will create first impressions that will capture your reader or audience and then

hold their interest as your story's one-of-a-kind personality reveals itself.
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least understood because of its intangible nature worklng behmd the scenes, . and between the lines.

Coming Apart at the Themes

Even when a story has memorable characters, a riveting plot and a fully developed genre, it rq(ay still be

coming apart at the themes. core cor\cep‘l’s —b Cen M( eme
perspeckivels)to share oulr sifory to tell

Theme is perhaps the most powerquyet least understood element of story structure. Itis p werful
— - PO P [ R e
because theme is an emotlonal argument It speaks directly to the hearfof the reader or or audience. It is

 p— —

——
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When misused, theme can become a ham-handed moral statement in black and white, alienating the
reader/audience with its dogmatic pontifications. When properly used, theme can add richness, nuance,
and meaning to a story that would otherwise be no more than a series of events.

In this article, we'll separate the elements of theme by their dramatic functions so we can understand
the parts. Then we'll learn how to combine them together into a strong message that is greater than the
sum of the parts.

What do we really mean by the word, "theme?" In fact, "theme" has two meanings. The first meaning is
not unlike that of a teacher telling a class to write a theme paper. We've all received assignments in
school requiring us to express our thoughts about "how we spent our summer vacation," or "the impact
of industrialization on 19th century culture morality," or "death." Each of these "themes" is a topic,
nothing more, and nothing less. It functions to des_c_ribe the su’m"e_ct matter that lel_bﬁ eﬂ)lo_red in the

work, be it a paper, novel stage play, teleplay, or movie.

/;-:..—.p/—— e —_—

Every story needs a thematic toplc to heIp hold the overall content of the story together toactasa
unrfymg element through wh|ch the plot unfolds and the characters grow. In fact you mi ght look at the

thematlc p cas! the growth medium in which the e story develops. Although an mterestlng areato
-— ,’_—————_—_——-—- mm— ca————— ?
explore, the real 31 focus of this article is on the other element ofthem\b Md’r X<

This second aspect of theme is the message or premise gfyg_ur story. A premise is a moral statement
about the value of or troubles caused by an element of human character. For example, some common

premises include, "Greed leads to Self-Destruction,” and "True love overcomes all obstacles."

A story without a premise seems pointless, but a story with an overstated message comes off as
preachy. While a premise is a good way to understand what a story is trying to prove, it provides
precious little help on how to go about proving it. Let's begin by examining the components of
"premise" and then laying out a sure-fire method for developing an emotional argument that will lead
your reader or audience to the moral conclusions of your story without hitting them over the head.

All p/_;e.s grow from character. Usually, the [)I'ﬂ’l_lgé revolves around the Main Character In fact, we
rnght define the Main Character as the one who grapples wnth the story s moral d|lemma

e

A Main Character's moral dilemma may be a huge issue, such as the ultimate change in Scrooge when he
leaves behind his greedy ways and becomes a generous, giving person. Or, the dilemma may be small, as
when Luke Skywalker finally gains enough faith in himself to turn off the targeting computer and trust
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his own instincts in the original Star Wars (Episode V). Either way, if the premise isn't there at all, the
Main Character will seem more like some guy dealing with issues, than an example in human
development from whom we can learn.
Traditionally, premises such as these are stated in the form, "This leads to That." In the examples above,
PSRRI — ——re . T e

the premises would be "Greed leads to Self Destruction," and "Trusting in Oneself leads to Success.” The

Wsej}_ the human quality being explored: "Greed" in the case of Scrooge and "Self
Trust" with Luke.

We can easily see these premises in A Christmas Carol and Star Wars, but what if you were simply given
either of them and told to write a story around them? Premises are great for boiling a story's message
down to its essence, but are not at all useful for figuring out how to develop a message in the first place.

Arguing to your audience that Greed is Bad creates a one-sided argument. But arguing the relative
merits of Greed vs. Generosity provides both sides of the argument and lets your audience decide for
|tself Crafting such an an argument will will lead your reader or audience to your conclusions without forcung it
upon them Therefore, you will be momely to convince them rather than having them reject your
premise as a matter of principle, making themselves impervious to your message rather than swallowing

it whole. —
-whole

To create such an argument, follow these steps:
1. Determine what you want your story's message to be

We all have human qualities we admire and others we despise. Some might be as large as putting
oneself first no matter how much damage it does to others. Some might be as small as someone who
borrows things and never gets around to returning them. Regardless, your message at this stage will
simply take the form, "Human Quality X is Bad," or "Human Quality Y is Good."

If you are gomg to create a message that is passionate, look to what truly irks you, or truly inspires you,
and select thit_guman quality to give to your Main Character. Then, you'll find it far easier to come up
with specific examples of that quality to include in your story, and you will write about it with vigor.

This is your chance to get up on the soapbox. Don't waste it on some grand classic human trait that

e r— T ——
really means nothing to you personally. Pick something you really care about and sound off by showing
how that trait ennobles or undermines your Main Character.

As a last resort, look to your characters and plot and let them suggest your thematic point. See what
kinds of situations are going to aris_g_i_n_your story; what kinds of obstacles will be faced. Think of the
human qualities that would make the effort to achieve the story's goal the most diffi—cﬁ‘lt exacerbate the
obstacles, and gum up the works. lee that trait to your Main Character, and you'll be pleasantly

surprised to see it take on a life of |ts own.

Of course, you may already know your message before you even get started. You may, in fact, have as

your primary purpose in creating the story the intent to make a point about a particular hu man quality.
pm—— - —— S
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No matter how you come up with your message, once you have it, move on to step 2.
2. Determine your Counterpoint

As described earlier, the Counterpoint is the opposite of the Point. So, if your story's message is "Being
—

Closed-Minded is Bad," then your Point is "Being Closed Minded," and your Counterpoint is "Being Open

Minded."

Similarly, if your message is "Borrowing things from others and not returning them is Bad," then your
counter point is "Borrowing things from other and returning them."

Note that we didn't include the value Judgment part of the Mmessage (i.e. "Good" or "Bad") as e

point or cc;U—nterpomt The ideais to let the audlence arrive at that conclusion for r themselves. The point
— ——— E—— —_———

and nd counterpoint sumply show both sides of the argument Our next step will be to work out how we are

going to lead the audience 1o come to the conclusion we want them to have.

3. Show how well the Point does vs. the Counterpoint

The idea here is to see each of the two human qualities (point and counterpoint) in action in your story
to illustrate how well each one fares. To this end, come up with as many illustrations as you can of each.

For example, in A Christmas Carol, we see Scrooge deny an extension on a loan, refuse to allow Cratchit
a piece of coal, decline to make a donation to the poor. Each of these moments fully illustrates the
impact of the thematic point of "Greed."

Similarly, in the same story, we see Fezziwig spending his money for a Christmas Party for his
employees, Scrooge's nephew inviting him to dinner, and Cratchit giving of his time to Tiny Tim.
Generosity is seen in action as well.

Each instance of Greed propagates ill feelings. Each instance of Generosity propagates positive feelings.
As the illustrations layer upon one another over the course of the story, the emotional argument is
made that Greed is not a positive trait, whereas Generosity is.

4. Avoid comparing the Point and Counterpoint directly

Perhaps the greatest mistake in making a thematic argument is to directly compare the relative value of

—

the point and counterpoint. If this is done, it takes all decision away from the audience and puts it right
in the hands of the author.

The effect is to have the author repeatedly saying, "Generosity is better than Greed, Generosity is better

T e e

than Greed," like a sound loop.

PP A

A better way is to show Greed at work in its own scenes, and Generosity at work in completely different
scenes. In this manner, the audience is is left to draw its own conclusions. And while showing Greed as
always wholly bad and Generosity as always wholly good may create a rather melodramatic message, at
least the audience won't feel as if you've crammed it down its throat!
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5. Shade the degree that Point and Counterpoint are Good or Bad

Because you are going to include multiple instances or illustrations of the goodness or badness or your
point and counter point, you don't have to try to prove your message completely in each individual
scene. ‘ '

Rather, let the point be really bad sometimes, and just a little negative others. In this manner, Greed
may start out just appearing to be irritating, but by the end of the story, may affect life and death issues.
Or Greed may have'devastating effects, but ultimately only be a minor thorn in people's sides. And, of
course, you may choose to jutp around, showing some examples of major problems with Greed and
others that see it in not so dark a Iight.‘SimilarIy, not every illustration of your Counterpoint has to carry
the same weight.

l/n’t_llg_g_ud, the audience will sciously average together all of the illustrations of the point, and

also average together all the illustrations of the counterpoint, and arrive at a relative value of one to the
THUSTTations of *he tount

other. '

For example, if you create an arbitrary scale of +5 down to -5 to assign a value of being REALLY Good
(+5) or REALLY Bad (-5), Greed might start out at -2 in one scene, be -4 in other, and -1 in a third. The
statement here is that Greed is always bad, but not totally AWFUL, just bad.

Then, you do the same with the counterpoint. Generosity starts out as a +4, then shows up as a +1, and
finally ends up as a +3. This makes the statement that Generosity is Good. Not the end-all of the
Greatest Good, but pretty darn good!

At the end of such a story, instead of making the blanket statement that Greed is Bad and Generosity is
Good, you are simply stating that Generosity is better than Greed. That is a |ot easier for an audience to
accept since human qualities in real life are seldom all good or all bad.

But there is more you can do with this. What if Generosity is mostly good, but occasionally has negative
effects? Suppose you show several scenes illustrating the impact of Generosity, but in one of them,
someone is going to share his meal, but in the process, drops the plate, the food is ruined, and no one
gets to eat. Well, in that particular case, Greed would have at least fed one of them! So, you might rate
that scene on your arbitrary scale as a -2 for Generosity.

Similarly, Greed might actually be shown as slightly Good in a scene. But at the end of the day, all of the
instances of Greed still add up to a negative. For example, scene one of Greed might be a -4, scene two a
+2 and scene three a -5. Add them together and Greed comes out to be a -7 overall. And that is how the
audience will see it as well.

This approach gives us the opportunity to do some really intriguing things in our thematic argument.
What if both Greed and Generosity were shown to be bad, overall? By adding up the numbers of the
arbitrary scale, you could argue that every time Greed is used, it causes problems, but ever time
Generosity is used, it also causes problems. But in the end, Greed is a -12 and Generosity is only a -3,
proving that Generosity, in this case, is the lesser of two evils.
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Or what if they both added up Good in the end? Then your message might be that Generosity is the
greater of two goods! But they could also end up equally bad, or equally good (Greed at -3 and
Generosity at -3, for example). This would be a message that in this story's particular situations, being
Greedy or Generous doesn't really matter, either way, you'll make the situation worse.

in fact, both might end up with a rating of zero, making the statement that neither Greed nor Generosity
has any real impact on the situation, in the end.

Now, you have the opportunity to create dilemmas for your Main Character that are far more realistic

‘€ Tar more realistic
and far less moralistic. And by having both point and counterpoint spend some time in the Good column
and some time in the Bad column over the course of your story, you are able to mirror the real life

values of our human qualities and their impact on those around us.

pon—
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Do you want only simple, specific tips, or something wider and
deeper? ‘
The Who, What, When, Where, How, and Why Approach...

It’s a very old journalistic cliché that stories should always contain answers to these six questions:
What? Who? Where? When? How? Why? For example, a story about a murder could accomplish all of
this in a single sentence: “Jones was murdered in his own home last evening by a neighbor using a
shotgun in revenge for Jones’ insults to the neighbor’s wife.”

It seems to me that more and more articles on the web are leaving aside this pattern to move to the “x
simple tips on how to do y” format. There’s nothing wrong with such an approach — indeed, it’s
clearly popular — but it implies that you already know the answers to the other five questions. Only the
“how?” item remains, since that is all such articles address.

In my own experience, this is rarely the case. Most often, people do not know the answers to the other
questions. They are either ignored or blithely assumed to be obvious.

Questions for a New Year

With a New Year upon us, you may be thinking about resolutions. Will it be enough to address only the
“how?” issues? I think that one of the reasons why so many resolutions fail to last beyond January is
that they assume you have indeed answered all the other questions, when the reality is that none of
them have been tackled.

My suggestion is this: that you make sure you ask yourself allthe other questions, deliberately and
carefully, before even considering the “how” of anything, whether the ways be simple or not. Try this
sequence:

» What are the issues facing you in your life? Have you thought about them carefully enough to
put them into some order of priority, assuming that tackling them all at once is likely to be more
than you can handle? Are you clear about exactly what they are? Do you understand them as
fully as possible?

*  Why does it matter that you should deal with any of them? Is there something you wish to
achieve; or something you think you need to change? What is your purpose in taking action?
Are you sure that it is a purpose you truly believe in and can stick with long enough?

* When should you start? Is now the right time? Are circumstances favorable enough? Would it *
be better to wait and see how events turn out? Are you in danger of rushing into short-term
action when a long-term approach is needed?

*  Where should you begin? Which aspect of the problem or change should be tackled first? Is it
the most important or the most pressing, since these typically refer to two aspects of any
problem, not one?

* Wheodo you need on your side? Who has to help you — or at least stand aside — if you are
going to succeed? Few matters of any real importance can be dealt with without assistance from
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others.. . . and, finally . ..
* How should you do it? What is the best approach? What skills or techniques will you need?
What can you learn from others’ experiences to assist you?

Dealing with specifics

As journalists have found for hundreds of years, all six questions are essential. Missing any of them
leaves a gap that must be filled by assumptions or imagination. Just so, relying entirely on “x simple
tips on how to do y” is likely to leave you guessing on such key questions as whether it’s worth doing
anyway, or worth doing right now.

Best of all, the six questions can be adapted easily to cover almost any situation. Considering a change
of job or career? Try this sequence:

* What would suit you better than what you have now?

* Why do you want to change? Is it a good enough reason?

* When is the best time to make a move? Should you wait to seek how things turn out in a few
months? Is this the right time for your long-term career hopes to make a move?

* Where might offer you a better position? Another company? Another location? Another type of
work altogether?

* Who else do you need to consider? Partner? Family? Friends? Colleagues? Who might be able

to help you or put in a good word with a prospective employer?
* How should you go about it, taking into account the answers to all the previous questlons'?

If you think through the sequence carefully, you’ll not only make a better career moves, you will have
already prepared the answers to maybe 90% of interview questions.

Avoiding sound-bites and clichés

Don’t be seduced by attractive sound-bites or simple-sounding, ready-made answers, when what you
need are time to consider your situation fully and thoughtful questions to help you do so.

Don’t jump to trying the “x simple ways” before you have spent sufficient time on deciding what you
need to accomplish and why it matters.

There will be opportunity enough to work on the (purely tactical) “how?” after you have first dealt with
reparation
the (strategic) issues the other five questions will raise for you. Time spent in reconnalssa{nce as the

saying goes, is never wasted — especially if you want to come out on the winning side.
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Turning-points
Turning-points A

A turning-point leads the plot into a new, different and unexpected direction. This can be caused by a
decision, a piece of information, an incident or an understanding. It closes one narrative unit and
creates a new narrative situation at the same time.

The function of turning-points is to break up linear plot development and to cement the audience’s
interest. To make sure that a story doesn’t become predictable it is important that it doesn’t move
forward and end in a direct and straight forward way but that it moves along circuitously toward its
resolution.

Each turn sets up a new question which needs to be answered by the following development: What are
their effects on the subsequent progress of the film?

The time period between the set up of a question and its resolution depends on the change. While the
dramatic arc of a small change my span over just one scene, the resolution of the central question lasts

until the end of second act.
Major turning-points A

A storyline has up to five central turning points. These points redirect the plot in such a powerful way
that it changes its course: a positive development becomes negative and a negative development turns
positive. The most extreme form of a turning point is called a reversal.

3 Act
4 Act
8 Sequences ; Sequence® | Sequence? | Sequence®
Turning Points Inoiting Incient | | Piot okt 1 l Finch Pemqr Mmpeﬂﬁ—T Ipmn Point ﬂ E Piot Point 2 l [ cgt:ﬁax _] i Last Twist.

The major turning-points are clearly defined and structurally fixed: inciting incident, plot point 1,
pinch point 1, midpoint, pinch point 2, plot point 2, climax and last twist. The two plot points divide the

three acts. Therefore they always cause a major change within the plot. Midpoint and climax, on the
other hand, do not necessarily need to set off a major change. They merely offer the chance for a
change/turn. This means that a story depending on its individual development passes through two to
four major turns. The breakdown of the plot through the use of five key turning-points produces

different structural stvles of a film story.

Each storyline contains its own turning-points. The A-storyline’s turning point defines the structure of
the entire plot. The other storylines’ turning-points connect the different story strands. This way the
turning-point of one storyline has an effect on another storyline. The turning-point of a secondary ~
storyline can cause a change/turn within the main storyline. The turning-points of various storylines
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are clustered even without direct links to create a structural and dramatic unity of the story. Yet by
placing them slightly apart they are linked without having their transitions blurred.

Micro turning-points A

Besides the major turning points a story also possesses a number of micro-turning-points representing
merely gradual change. In principle it is possible and desirable to end each sequence, scene, situation

and action with a change and therewith carry over into the next part of the film. The number of micro-
turning-points is variable and their position is flexible.

Internal and external change point A

Generally a turn is composed of two parts: a break of an internal action (internal change point) and
consequential new focus of the external course of action (external change point). A change, a

revelation or disclosure may, for example, cause the main character to change thelr plan.
cxciteto acliv ‘/ ‘g ceiri, mane fast ofcart it e streke OI‘P'“"C
Vl
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The inciting incident (also called: mcmng event, hook call to adventure, point of attack, catalyst)
gets the action rolling and sets up the first plot point. It is linked to the first plot point by showing its
negative and positive prefix and thereby dividing the first act into two halves. The protagonist receives
her impulse through the inciting incident. Here she is forced to deal with a specific task. She is dragged
out of her habitual day to day life and pushed into alert.

Inciting Incident A

Plot Point 1 A

The plot point 1 (also called: break into act II, first revelation, point of no returnf separates the first
from the second act. It leads the plot into an ascending positive or into a descending negative
development. Ideally it embodies the best or worst case scenario for the protagonist depending on his
exposition. By doing this the plot point 1 sets up the central question of the film which will affect the

entire second act. Chorce of 16T Magnitude. .. Standard of
, Measwre,.. Cheese }’wm Treasure !,
Pinch Point 1 A ‘ I.FF willful intent

The first pinch point occurs dfter the first quarter of the second act — i.e. after approx. 3/8 of the story.
It provides the protagonist with new clues and reveals the main conflict of the story. At the same time it
serves as a reminder of the antagonist’s power by making the protagonist feel the “pinch” of the

antagonistic force. Thus it sets up the next 1/8th of the story.  C ontlict of Feices...

Midpoint A Sustainadil l“fy vs. Ex+4inction

As its name points out the midpoint is in the middle of the second act and divides the entire story into
two halves. It offers a possible turning-point. This means that at this point of the story a change/turn
may occur but doesn’t have to. It is also possible that the positive ascending or the negative descending
development progresses until the plot point 2.

Pinch Point 2 A

TP 2854




The second pinch point mirrors the first pinch-scene — in its content as well as structure. It takes place
after the third quarter of the second act — after approx. 5/8 of the story — and recalls the central
conflict once again. At the same time, the second “pinch” foreshadows the confrontations that are yet
to come, reminding both the protagonist and the audience what is at stake. Together the two pinch
scenes act as the film’s structural ‘pliers’.

Plot Point 2 A

Just like the plot point 1 the plot point 2 (also called: break into act III, third revelation) represents an
obligatory turning-point of the overall story. It separates the second from the third act and constitutes
the end of the central tension. It delivers the (preliminary) solution to the central question set up by the

plot point 1.
Climax A

The final tension of the film culminates in the climax (also called: showdown, battle, resolution). It
divides the third act into two halves. The climax may confirm or reverse the result of the second plot

point. Therefore the climgx is @ moment when the plot is ultimately determined. The Apvcolypfz -
Yhe kumility of (sei¥) discovery. ConvERSTOn, CASCADE
Unlike the other turning-points the climax is not only structurally defined. As the moment of highest

tension in the film it also contains a substantial dimension: it is the result of the showdown in which the

protagonist is tested existentially. havina.being in *HM‘e and space : CO”C@M@}’( wrth of Involy, \
an individaual s radically Free and responsible... command!,,

Here the protagonist has to prove what she’s learned: it is the ultimate chokepoint she has to pass to
achieve her ‘want’. The climax is the funnel where all characters and storylines are brought together.
Here is where all energies are clustered, where all incompatible objectives, interests and values of the
conflicting parties clash. Everything that has been planted during the entire film is now paid off. The
protagonist is challenged in her very own nature, mind and body at the same time. Her consciousness

and perception are heightened. The audience’s attention is increased through the use of suspense by
withholding information from the protagonist.

hidden from view or lost to nptice ...
Being confronted with his own mortality and fragility the protagonist feels the meaning and value of

Qxajhf,'?m life. He has to employ his sharpened senses as well as his newly accumulated knowledge of himself and

.":&}‘?ﬂ{he world. Now all his previous understanding and experience have to prove themselves in the real

o5 : mr;’;\‘l world. At this point the protagonist and antagonist are most alike and yet this conflict of values exposes conpet
i‘gﬁr’e;‘ their crucial difference. The film’s theme and its truth are promptly revealed to the audience. Now the tdeolog s
afunction.. story grows beyond its narrative — i.e. temporal, spatial and individual — limitations and offers

universal connections. enduting and e,ho(winj principles end prachees...

When it is said that the end of a movie is the most crucial element what is really meant is the climax. It
is the concentric point of the film — this is where eve%th(ing radiates from: forwards and backwards.

+e cleanse, P,uu"fe,thpwg-p letm

The climax passes over to the catharsis of the protagonist and the audience.

An ‘anti-climax’ occurs when the expectations regarding the climax are not met and the climax simply
doesn’t happen.

. Last Twist A
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Instead of the apparent ending of the story there may be a completely unexpected turn of events right at

the very end, often in the last scene or in the very last shots: the last twist.
A prime example of a last twist is that the supposedly dead monster is not dead...

Reversal A

When at the end of act two resp. in act three the events start culminating towards a resolution turning-

points become reversals. That’s how the plot can suddenly reverse into its opposite at the plot point 2,
the climax or the last twist so that the protagonist is on an emotional roller coaster. Aristotle called this

extreme case of a turning-point a peripetia.
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The 5 Movie Plot Points that Matter Most

Even when you’re humming along toward pro-level screenwriter, it’s still a useful exercise to analyze
stories. Keep the skills sharp. Learn something new from the work of others.

So let’s talk about one easy analysis exercise to keep your head in the game, even when you’re not
writing.

'Analyzing a story’s shape

Satisfying stories tend to have a natural shape: beginning, middle, and end. Setup, escalation,
resolution. ‘

’

What defines a shape are the turning points. (Without turning points, you’d just have a straight line.)

Every story (movie or screenplay) has turning points that define its shape. So if we look at those
turning points, we’ll be able to see the shape of the whole represented.

The turning points that define a story’s shape are its major plot points. P;VO'chl

So the easy exercise to keep your skills sharp is this: make it a practice to analyze the major plot points.
Take a real look at the shape of every movie you see. Become adept at recognizing how they work.

What is a plot point? sugfainafitity vo.  endurin chain of cysto m,.;s ¥
time line vs. event ITae {., ,\Q{v,an e currcnl + 6% ¢ uaq{ej‘s
The plot is the sequence of events in your s&ory, in w 1ch we track 3c haracter s pursuit of a goal or fewer

Dur § ¥ conscro NeEss —
objective. A plot point is an event that changes the character s orientation to that objective. At each plot ceatta|

({ia‘ft!/e, 304'5 [
point, the character is either closer t& ?er fslrt'hcc‘irl f{l;?glptglg égoal sultimete Foal (materalized oles. ..
3 Creative consc/ousness... ) 'Ht(;/éal‘f'
Very basically, when you’re watching a movie, you’re watching a character try to make progress o5, .,
toward his or her goal. 15 bein
gecrea’fuﬂ
The 5 important movie plot points noi 9

Not all plot points are created equal. Some plot points are the big turning points that define the shape of Cayb'('u n
the story. If you know these important plot points, you know the story. Not every detail, but a sense of
the whole. |

What makes these five plot points so important? How do they define the shape of the story? o
I’\af&rmf:zea(
You get a sense of the whole in these plot points because they relate back to the story goal.< creatve
- Consciousness

These are the essential points in the life cycle of the story goal. When you get down to it, these points
show the birth, life, and death of the story goal. The beginning, middle, and end. The whole story of
that goal, which is the whole story of that movie.
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So what are the five most important plot points? They’re actually four turning points and the outcome.

How the whole thing shakes out. Here they are: Excitation ... we jp‘f siirred up... Thue power Feo

\ arts
1. Iarlc?tllh";lsr?mdent Iff,ftz*almf.‘ Mtl"k"“ ag.e. Then... divine discontentment
2. Break (or turn) into Act 2
3. Midpoint
4. Break (or turn) into Act 3
5. Climax

Here’s approximately how they line up, proportion-wise, in your movie:

| 1 2 3 4 5>>>> | -

How do the major movie plot points relate to the story goal?

If the reason these five plot points are important is their relationship to the story goal, then we should

probably look at how each of them relates to the goal R
cordinal awak(mnj . catalytic convers - on ... €ONVeErs,n cascade .-

1. The Inciting Incident (or Catalyst if you {preier) 1nUodu$es a Eroblem (or opportunl j) the ybu con't

a 'MPS?. ipns F insg CENNIVEN untfing &
protagonist must “contend wi with, setting the story in motton bP}; creating c1rcurnstances in which the % bell 3
protagonist will need to form the story goal. 33[? dinal iwaken 'i (con Ve H ‘on)... Then

susStaina b [ty .tatecielized credtive consciosness S oL, l/,nc a(,s(o/\‘(’er\‘f meniT, . I’"f‘” ”‘P”f’ £X¢lf¢.‘f:on cor &)e [
2. By the Break Into Act 2 the,main gonﬂlct is Clear alld th11 story goal is established, which the getstrred up:..

abulit
protagonist believes will address the problem/opportumty It 5'1115 preferred or only solution to the ™ C‘z‘;r('cca’; of

problem. .- affect $he course 0§ events by afFecting the course o Fhought.. humon consl It

~mainfen s{ tus guo- :

3. The Midpoint raises the stakes and/or creates greater OppO;tIO ato aca evmg the story goal, and as a
eqaal b @r vighte. faiv class provilese ~conpse

result injects new energy into the story and sometirmnes drastlcalfy chahges the Hitection it’s headed. corrections—

wolening “‘)U"-""ﬁ/ the b pwfure emetges...
4. The Break Into Act 3 shows the protagonist’s ne\,\k ‘growth”’way of addressmg the problem — now --- the

lyt, , castc ng o ¥
that he or she has been through the transformatwr Svepts 40f ,thrs Sfc 1y. Cgﬂagpﬁg ,\62; :Zfoilt 22 3 a

cwrren ata:
endudy ac a;n of custe a”“—l’j%cc’,,
[0}

5. The Climax shows whether the goal is achieved or not, whether the problem is successfully
addressed or not (aka how 1t all shakes out). ‘l'eMPw»a,I cast of cAa.rw‘Ieus..

.Conyersion coscade s endws oF custod
ASrert The Course oF events by ¥Pé¥%ﬁ\%“#{iouéz, g‘? Fhoug ht.l,.

Movie plot point examples

Die Hard

1. Inciting: Hans Gruber and the terrorists arrive at Nakatomi Plaza, where John McClane is trying to
reconcile with his wife, Holly, during her company Christmas party. The terrorists are the problem,
even though John isn’t aware of them yet (though he will be shortly).

2. Break into 2: John has learned the terrorists are ruthless killers, and he’s the only one who’s not
being held hostage at gunpoint, so he’s the only one who can save them all. His story goal is to save the
hostages from the terrorists. )
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3. Midpoint: Even though it looks like outside help is on the way and John thinks he can hand over
responsibility, the terrorists are listening in so they have an advantage. And they’re coming for John so
they can get their detonators back in order to complete their plan. That’s an increase in stakes and
opposition.

4. Break into 3: The first time they come face to face, Hans pretends to be a hostage and John gives
him a gun. A fatal misstep? No! John’s two steps ahead of Hans this time. Their battle continues into
Act 3, with John a bit wiser, a bit more insightful.

5. Climax: John realizes what Hans’s real plan is, uses that info to save the hostages, and then faces off
with Hans to save wife Holly. When the movie ends, we know John has solved his problem and saved
his marriage.

Bridesmaids

1. Inciting: Annie’s best friend, Lillian, announces her engagement and asks Annie to be her Maid of
Honor. Annie’s new problem is wanting/needing to be there for her best friend’s celebration of
happiness, while struggling with her own current trashfire of a life.

2. Break into 2: By the end of the engagement party, Annie has met rival Helen and the other
bridesmaids and can see the challenge coming her way. Annie’s story goal is to “win” as MoH, which
means fending off Helen’s attempts to show her up and take over as best friend.

3. Midpoint: Annie accidentally ruins the bachelorette party and Lillian tells her Helen will take over
as MoH. Annie has lost her MoH position, and is now desperate to hold onto her place as Lillian’s best ~
friend (raising the stakes).

4. Break into 3: Annie has just tanked her friendship and been disinvited from Lillian’s wedding
altogether, as well as gotten in a fight with potential love interest Officer Rhodes. That was her rock
bottom. Here we see her begin to change her ways: she says goodbye to her booty-call Ted. It’s the start
of her “growth” way of navigating the story.

5. Climax: Annie learns Lillian, the bride, is missing. Annie tracks her down and gives her the pep talk
(and dress re-design) Lillian needs in order to walk down the aisle, and Annie is back in the wedding
party. When the movie ends we know Annie has solved her problem — she’s pulled off being Lillian’s
MoH and best friend, and she’s made changes to put her own life back on the right track.

Studying screenwriting theory is great, but seeing how that theory shows up in actual movies (or
screenplays) can drive the concepts home — and show you variations on the “rules.” So the next time

you’re in research mode (aka bingeing movies), make sure to also look at them with an analytical eye.
Note what happens at these important movie plot points and how they tell you the whole story.
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What is a Plot Point?

We’ve all read a book without a plot point, or, should I say, without a point to the plot. Every story
needs a beginning, middle, and end — we’ve known that for about two thousand years, thanks to good
old Aristotle. But it doesn’t stop there. v

In this article, we’ll show how plot points are used to move organically from the beginning to the
middle to the end. Then, we’ll cover the difference between a plot point and plot and why it’s important
to identify plot points. Finally, we’ll map two popular books by only their plot points. '

So...

hatis a p]()t oint? I%.. Cotdunal aa‘/aj(wkjsu.‘rhen . divine J_urswn"’a\jm_u:l'._
b anachion ~ whticnzae  impact impacts excitation .. we get shirred up ... "True power is..,
A plot point is an incident that directly impacts what happens next in a story. In other words, it gives a

point to the plot, forcing the story in a different direction, where otherwise it would’ve just meandered. | .
“draw a, distinction' significant?,, ignote less L. Yue portion,..1nfinde pofential--s
Any event in a story can be significant, but if it does not move the story forward, it is just a point in the
: < the course of thoughte. conyersion
lot— not a plot point. The latter must: ¢Aatge 3 n .
P plotp L/va/ljc, +he course 04.@‘/“ S, cardinal au/a/[(almy5..,

. . . . N v Fobe contingent ona Seingle
Coulse ction [k ’ . .
1. Move the story in a different direction. ours CD”&W'.O '5 hinge] (o deratid o converston

2. Impact character development. Imp¢c1' Iﬂ‘\pu‘“fs EX&”'JI on ., We &d j‘l""d (/(,B. ‘e

) M co ‘on .
“Trae power 15 " Mecursive snversi0n cascade

3. Close a door behind a character, forcing them forward. v ne Arscop Taafme/d""
Cardinal Aalakemﬂgs v youcant paging a be i [most nfense Form vd A& wcﬂnTuffmevf_}. -
Think of it like a bolt, holding your story together: without it, you just have separate pieces of scrap

o Conversion |
#3 cascades

metal. But connect them together and they form a whole, each piece informing the event before it and
after it.

What’s the difference between a plot point and plot?

Plot points are big and exciting moments, and if you think back on a book you read a while ago, they’re
likely the moments you’ll remember. Because of this, it’s easy to think of every event in a hook as a _ .

. t . ¢ "‘ e
plot point. But that’s not always true. . . event Lin e‘,‘ ve.Tom )
charn o custod Lisclosure of what' s lcnown - to ru/o.a( [ Ve:/_]
The plot is a chaiq of cﬁonilected ev;ents that comprisesthe narrative. If one of those events does not
IMPpAC ] or mggch . — D .
have a concrete effect on the protagonist — and by extension, the trajectory of the plot — it is not a
cardinal awal«n,m S - resonate . axcr gtion Mpa—i“fs .m,)aa{',,.
c.}dﬁ\lxi{gpq?o‘rve,rswn eemergence .. embodiment... sonl = a properly
A .
An advisor might berate a prince for mourning the death of his father, but this isn't a plot point because

plot point.

it isn't necessarily pivotal — it doesn't convince Hamlet to keep a stiff upper lip for the rest of his life,
after all.

But, when the prince sees his father’s ghost with his own eyes (and the ghost bids him to avenge its /
death), the prince has no choice but to act. There, you can see a plot point in motion, determining the

story’s course moving forward. ¥ o4 | vt [ o uncover, reveal -Te+ to cover, Vei!]

STW"AE j;“:;;;@iﬁf:j"gwk 13 4o Mmake (Imawnﬁfhrsugh ;lf Vf;\s;ins,g;{rg«‘.o? .
Scelfn (g ¢ Aq SecreT ot hiddeh | paslicly
between , apart+ 10§15 more g gﬁ&?ﬁ;%&wnj ecre

ot Dis- CERTAIN] - . '
-DAR: hidden or lost 4o aotice ‘ —
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Why is it important to identify plot points?

Mapping a story by its plot points illuminates why some books are page turners, while others never get

turned past the first page. .
P pag awlapreness... -?u—no{’.oh..- S 'fruc‘fu.re_,

First and foremost, plot points show you how a story works. Remember how plot points are like bolts?

That’s not just because they hold the story together. It’s also because they’re tiny and significant. Once

. . . cood dinate A {itrences (Jriffinofu‘ms}. .
you link them together, you can understand how the whole story is built. corcelated (connection, bands that

the biq piciwre emarqes , -
Stories are not complicated at heart. IF $ bind us in @ shared wxpenence)..,

The good ones are a series of: L § - Then - zJ‘*X‘L“POfN(’OK relatione] statements-

This happened, so this happened, but then this happened, therefore this happened.

The bad ones are simply just:

This happened, and then this happened, and then this happened... with nothing connecting

the events organically.
Understanding when plot points occur in a story will give insight into whether any particular structure
is being used. Some people argue that there only needs to be two plot points in a story, while others
suggest much more, such as the Seven Point Story Structure we’ll use as a model here.

Resolution

 PlotPoint1  MidPoint |
Plot

Point 2

" Hook —Pinch 1 ~——"Pinch 2

~ Seven-point story structure

Focuses specifically on the highs and lows of a narrative. N /
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Let’s look at two vastly different but equally classic books — Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s
Tale and Maurice Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are — to see how well-structured stories often
work with similar plot points.

The Plot Points of The Handmaid’s Tale

On the surface, the plot of Atwood’s 1985 dystopian novel is thoroughly unique: a cocktail of historical
precedence, futuristic speculation, unreliable narration, and a necessarily passive protagonist (as a
woman living under a oppressive and sexist regime). All this might account for why it remains so
popular to this day — in 2017, its TV adaptation swept the Emmys, and it was the most read book of
that year according to Amazon.

‘However, dig a little deeper and you’ll find that its structure is comparable to other great stories.

Hook .

A story must start off strong enough to keep the reader, you know, actually reading. Many refer to this
feature as the Hook, or the Back Story — the point that pushes ﬁnovel mto—motlonfand automsﬁeaﬂ
t from the mill ol | e Movel premese iofo fuf] vies

A great story can do this off the strength of its premise alone. From the start, Atwood hooks us in by

CM;’"” introducing readers to the'| primary conflict of Offred’s story: she is a woman in a world where women

fOru:s have no agency. We see how this conflict fits into her day-to-day life as Offred attends a Ceremony

“-J“‘C)' with her oppressor, The Commander. For her, this is a horrible but ‘commonplace routine. But to the
::;’Zf{h reader, it is new, and it hooks them with the desire to learn more.
ors-hde' ~ The Brv f(’e FML |Qn - Convgx. . COﬂVCy&J]CQ.."h‘ﬁJ\S‘FOJ‘%CE, [‘/EHI(Ld

o5 actin n Wsel will never be enough to - But it needs to be enough to hook the reader’s

;:Q:j mterest long enough to keep them on the line, untll the ﬁrst big reveal» comes a aroundvahc_i_ y_eejs the«ntﬂill_
Pown’ First Plot Point maejaphynul 6«2 .
Irs ot Poin e conserd
susfmm!} I,-}y 'HWa/kenmq Auwareness — m Qf'&ff‘ﬁ ac al fmp{;&_ cdusness

QX\‘:@W" on... The Hook sets the stage for the first Blg_ Event, also referred to as the Catalyst the Inciting Incident, or,

emod meal: simply, the First Plot Point. This oceurs somewhere around the Y to ¥ mark in the story and signals
soul: o the end of the beginning. Catalytic Cor.ersion..

Propely ConFlict oF Forces... Hun\an Canﬂea‘f’

‘s’;”%‘t This First Plot Point should force the protagomst mto the conflict. In The Handmaid's Tale, it arises in

mdm.(}, >ed the form of an invitation from The Commander to meet w1th Offred outside the Ceremony. In this
cheat ve
COASipusNess

W "@J) Commander. Thus, Offred is thrown free from the status quo, and the story changes course.

world, such a meeting is expressly forbidden... and yet, so is acting against the wishes of a

: ms-lrwm_n‘hl 'fy’

mechancem First Pinch Point HuMan CohSlict cs’»/t//&vfmj loq@/ogres

The middle of the story generally consists of the character reacting to the Big Event and its

consequences. These are Pinch Points, and they put the character under pressure, forcing them to make
. \ N

achoice. & awkke;tmj awaieness...
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Divine Discontentment |

dwell ongle |5+ (c‘n'fmi‘}y) Jacilifation threshold - ‘

Characters will often spend this part of their story choosing to not act. Offred meets with The |
Commander. He coerces her into a sort-of affair, meeting with her regularly (albeit only to play i
Scrabble and read magazines) while hiding it from his Wife. Offred hesitates, but goes along with it. |
She has little choice in the matter but sees an opportunity to improve her situation if she can curry the |
Commander’s favor. {

So, we see her reacting to the jarring call to adventure, but mostly with passivity. It will take a major |
turning point for her to react to it actively. ~ <onversion cascade(s)

*Midpoint  “Choice of 17 Magnitude .., Standard of Measuwre ... Chosse tour Treasure!

Perhaps the most crucial plot point occurs near the middle of a story. The Midpoint is a crucial turning -p?v«;‘fal"

point that forces the protagonist to stop reacting and start acting. ~ Which house de you clhose,
preacdive 40 sefve,.» a querum of o devisive bﬂA\/

Throughout the story, Offred has looked back on the memories of her old friend Moira, a rebellious disan on ..o
firebrand who provides her with hope that it’s still possible to exist in this world as an independent dissensions..

. . .. pPattisan
woman. However, when The Commander takes her to a brothel, Offred discovers Moira there, living M\A{
freer than her modest counterparts, but still very much under the finger of the patriarchal regime. ”:::’:d‘.::s‘ ,

Offred realizes there is no hope for her to operate within the confines of this__so\c‘i.et‘y and still retain o m p d/iMs
Zmtiate- Hvatai V5. .

some independence. Instead, she must take matters into her own hands. s ' deo loﬁ X
mcn;oﬂ-qu‘o” — = —
Final Pinch Point +he power of 5ugjes~/[o/~... +he ca,s#/\j of spells... (egeal) ‘\“""v“s" rights

For the second half of the middle, the protagonist then experiments with agency, taking different (fair) class privile je

approaches to overcome the conflict. This is another Pinch Point: our protagonist reacts to or acts oOn ¢epnsegpvation
pressure and conflict, with middling success. vs. |
ex plortat. on
. et s “Lerth

and even entering an affair with Nick, one of the servants on the property. They offer her no hope of phovides
overthrowing the regime or even attaining personal freedom, but they still give the character an agency eaough

Offred tests her boundaries with small acts of rebellion such as refusing breakfast, toying with matches

that did not exist before. .- 4Ae C@S{';f\j o5 roles i means, medium,vehicle to satisfy
) . SU’PPO’“‘;AJ I’GIQS, S“PPO#"‘\? Ca’5+ IIV.’TRLL’“EMTALITY :’,V:/::'Z
Final Plot Point needs,
Going into the third act (or the beginning of the end, so to speak) there is often one Final Plot Point. &t ot
This shows the protagonist at their lowest, having taken a profound misstep among their newfound :@ﬂ VZ\':;/
actions which drives them directly into the Climax and Resolution. < rsis ,,,ﬂdvr)a (aplein... q reed,
You HaveThe Liidge .. Star Chart;Ag.. Startosteerby... Individuel Giftg.r. PiAh 4 Latch... \
In this example, The Commander’s wife discovers her husband’s affair with Offred. This present Maohatma

Offred with an unpleasant choice — the terrifying uncertainty of seeking help in a world where s:y Gandhi
trusts no one, or the deadly certainty of suicide. Teamwork Makes Hhe dream a{ork

The 819904 #‘K dream, the $igger the Tean,.,
Resolution River "Pilot Analogy...
A great story will end on a Climax, Realization, and Resolution, a series of events that bring the story
and character arc in full circle. Usually, these revolve around a choice presented to the protagonist. No
matter the decision they make, it will reveal something important — either they’ve changed, or they

haven’t. CenVers;OI\ a,o#nj ca/ph,i,t,., you have the él\faﬁge

Journeyman aW&ke/\ ,b., (/(/0;”/(,.. p{cy.a. f'&S‘IL (CDI\J;)[;ML&X)

Master.. A.C.E, m/um/(el\,,. (A/OAI(/Q[a?/.,, N’,S+ (,QMergeA,‘o

"‘/'Z“‘{"‘wfl.. convers On cascade ..

PP Y eyd



In Offred’s case, she chooses the former and tells Nick that she thinks she’s pregnant, reaching out and
confiding in someone other than herself for the first time in the novel. This might not be the action-
packed ending that comes to mind when you think of a Climax. However, it does exactly what it needs
to do. It brings the conflict to a head and forces the character to make a crucial decision. At first, we
saw Offred living in an oppressive, yet normalized certainty. By the end, she chooses agency over
passivity, and uncertainty over certainty, no matter how dangerous it might be. This leads directly to
the end, where Nick uses this information to break her out of The Commander’s house.

No more plot twists exist here. The function of this point is simple: bring the story to a satisfying (if not

necessarily happy) ending. The conclusion of a story doesn’t need to be sunshine and roses. But it
needs to feel natural, like everything that came before led necessarily to one place.

Thus, the bare bones of The Handmaid’s Tale would look like such:

1. Hook: Offred is forced into a Ceremony with The Commander in a world where women have
no agency. ”

2. First Plot Point: The Commander invites Offred to meet with him outside this ceremony,
which is forbidden.

3. First Pinch Point: She enters into an affair with The Commander hoping to leverage it into
independence.

4. Midpoint: They go together to a brothel where she finds even the most independent women are
oppressed.

5. Final Pinch Point: She enters into an affair with Nick as an act of agency.

6. Final Plot Point: The Commander’s Wife discovers that they have been together, so Offred
must choose between certain death (suicide) and uncertain danger (confiding in someone she
isn’t sure if she can trust).

7. Resolution: Offred makes her choice, telling Nick that she’s pregnant, so she is rescued.

Presented like so, it becomes apparent that each plot point feels like the natural extension of the last
and moves seamlessly to the next. This creates the desired effect of any well structured story: an ending
that feels both like a surprise and the only possible outcome when looking back. -
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