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lrue. Forrar ,s .X nnre tortued and fractued, he beconps rnore vblent toward the
*ket b,ilily taa'gl , society arotn'rd hirn In Frank Capra's lt's a Wonderfut Life (1946),
af proaLucd aa gl{ccJ n^^-l^,^ -^^r^ :- r :c- r-^-.^r ^^r^- L--^:-^^^ ^-^ ^^-- '^L^--LL-
: i f ifT: 

qr|ff"c] George's goals in lift--trave[ college, business--are consistently
And *ha captcf fY tDr -:  -
[Litq'a*ra,',^po4lnq derailed, hading him to contemphte suiclJe. The learning process
uu"Ad'tgoing arr Q-)\ecl' Travis and Georse so throudr ahers their attihdes and behavbr.

The Basics of Screenwriting
nventecl tor yotn characters wll cletermne ttrcn behavnr ancl actpns. Actng n character doesnt nrean
behaving in the sanre manner tlroughout the screenphy. People often act in confiadictory ways, one
.minute heping their cause, the nex hurting it. Btff, as Shakespeare once said, there shouH be some
nrcthod, or sense, to tlreir madness. 

r.r .. - i .,

Getting to know your characters
While your characters shouh be active, they shouHn't be in perpetual motbn. Pivotal characters shouH
be albwed to reftct on flreir behavbr from tine to tirne, and audiences shouH be albwed into their
thoughts. Voice-over narratbn b one way to give atdierrces insiglrt into your character's head.
American Beauty, Taxi Driver arf, Sunset Boulevard are allrmvies that use voice-overs eftctively.
Creating scenes featuing you character alone is a better way to albw your audience to expbre the
character's conflicts. The nnst nrenprable scene in Martin Scorsese's Taxi Driver (1976) is the one in
which Travis, wiebing his spring-baded pistof pretends to confront his itnagrnry enemies while
stdying himself in a mirror. His evohrtbn from misft to killer is drarnatized nnst effectively while lre is
abrrc, showing us his anguish through solitary but powerful actbns.

Paul  Schrader is  able to create
a  compe l l i ng  s to ry  even  wh i le
the  cen t ra l  cha rac te r  i s  a lone  on
the  sc reen .

For minor characters, dlstinguishing quralities can be rendered in sinph, visu,al bits. In Billy WiHer's
Some Like It Hot (1959), fur example, the ruthhss gangster'Spats" b known byhis immacuhte spats
shoes, while his doonred rival 'Tootlrpick Clnrlie," is always seen with a tootlrpick in his rnouth.

Physical mannerisms and habits, srrch as a nervous shfrter or chain snnking can also be used in you
screenplay to qubkly differentiate your characters for the audience, whib introducing them to importrant
attributes ofthe character's backgroud.

conuorri,n 4*r*ffiI*"#Ri#r 

o*J"lvp's **he rol'or"' i' u;"5 ce'reAu. Lv"'

3.r:9:iffis'ffi#tffi'ffiI
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Producers...Mony Diverse(Opgqffonol Plotformg uar-r*,r',rnor, s;1rri.)+y1.

Afi*r+Producer Creiiteithe fgpdit^f.* for filmmoking.ThFrff""-d,qqglittliqt*n lcoo,un4
coordinotes, supervises, ond conntr.of;rnqtters such os roisirig funding, hiring ke"y ly$*otrs
personnel, ond orropBigg for distri[iutbrs. The producer is involved throughoul_olf ,^^E#;**
phases of the$lli+nEk-irgprocess from development to completion of o prbjZcTiil.-'), ,
There moy be severol producerser-a-film who moy toke o role in o number of oreos, F'l"n
such os development. finoncing or production. Producers must be oble to identify .^:1:.5
commerciol, mqrketqble projects. They need o keen business sense, ond on intimote l"u*t;
knowledge of oll ospects of fi#ftproduction, f inancing, horketing ond distribution.
Producers ore responsi.ble for the overol,l Cgglty c-qntlgl of productions. .

6n, - f  Aoo.qnrs Lre t ike t,  >7ru-r ienl,< *A"iFo'r i&e (7614 serve ,. ,s u/ , l lyqwi)q,^se a< d?
flevtgelq o-ttf tocroeV o€ life,,.Oc(f Prrjeelor we qqto at4*hor the SterV 0f p qt ltiveS.., +Dl4

Sci:i[iirio,.l.,"::'u*';;Ih:,;;;it:;;psi;th;;D;l; Ntr;;({":;,{;k"^)i;*,i,;;,",|;i
7:':":,'.;:1"' Ft"i";h ̂tprk: fa1t1Mncre1. +" ifhu<.rollr'zl,at4- Q'e'o**")

Cuftqay; a(as1o\-!

The
n&r f  0q t

P^th...
l h e

,rJ^y...

v\' ' ri l r 'y"' '"i lnu" 
o6 utgt"k + fqtn of phrcse+ t'o i 'n{t

Th" p>^)f :ln,"?L"iuui;Tr;n,i+J,il; 7i"w^ e^ ̂r.
9Y 9u

Costingl..T i;I i;?: ; ;;;n;; iil Z' [e:;;i;
'e99im

The Costingi Dire
P\LY on wot-Ls ->
i Director chooses tl

;' L[i**Df inl,is'if;i4;s1,'o,ii)i,/rei",t, cu] - 0#l
the Actors for'the chqrZci6rs of the f ilm. This

usuolly involves inviting potentiol Actons to reod on excerpt from_the scripf for on
oudition. Jril*"1*..[-l B";n$*c*y-' ' L,r,,in;5/nr4 _9,!i:<rr"t-1

-. i$;i/#j,.ts,fffi-#"$':k:?x"#*i:;
Dafector...' " 

fi!"*,ff.:n; 
exdta.t;o^.'. uetot

' 
pr,Ja.Jtin

I"hf"Pitf,"ltti:,ggspg,1p1ple fpr.9-v9tr'sen!!s.1fu eyeo'tive ospects of ofiftn.; including ,. , ,

ffiH:rkjtr5j:ffi;l{ffi
tTifl:?,f,:i # i#ii+tTfl#ffit#H*ffi , a u
greot decl of power,they oreultimctely subordinote to fhe film's Producer or 'I|jt

Producers. Some Directors, especiolly more estoblished ones, toke on mony of the Liis,,,
roles of o Producer, ond the distinction between the two roles is sometimes
blurred.

Locotion...Setting the Stage
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Oversees the Locotions Deportment ond its stoff , typicolly reporting directly to
the Production Monoger and/or Assistont Director (or even Director ond/or
Executive Producer). Locotion Monoger is responsible for f inol cleoring (or
guoronteeing permission to use) o locotion for f ilming ond must often ossist
Production/Finonce Dept(s) in mointoining budget monogement regording octuol
locotion/permit f ees os well os lobor costs to production for himself ond the
Locotions Deportment of lorge.

ConSumers...The Audience setks *o beo'ac-;n'P'reA.! , -:?Tiilij
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unfold in my life, of times o portion of my childhood innocence
would be displaced by an 'owokening oworeness'of the realities
of the humon condition. And while T see signs of the
odvoncement of civilizotion, especially in science ond technology,
r reolly don't see this pace of odvoncement mirrored in our
humanity towords eoch other.

As fqr bock os r con rem ember,T've olwoys guestioned why this
is the cose. Whot is the source of the continuum of our
individuol ond collective circumstonces? When r would osk
others obout the persistence of the prevoiling stot e of humon
offoirs we commonly ref er to os 'reolity', r wqs usually informed
by others thot reality' is whot it is'ond there is l i t t le if
onything thot con be done but to occept it.

As r beganto motu re,T g?ew increosingly suspicious thot there
wos something wrong-minded, something fundomentolly f lowed,
with this woy of thinking, with this kind of mindset. fntuit ively
r knew something was omiss. Being o somewhat curious ond
probing young mon, r'd confemplote this motter from time to
time in seorch of insight into the 'stote of offoirs' we commonly
ref er to os 'reolity'.

By the time r wos t7 years old, the guest for insight into the
humon condition ond our collective 'stot e of offoirs' hqd become
o possion. T begon to lose interest in conventionol educotion, ond
yeorning f or o chonge, decided to join the U.5. Morine Corps.
Upon dischorge from the Morines, f wos aff orded on
opportunity, through the G.T. Bill, to pursue my possion by
ottending o community college.

rt wos during this exposur e to secondory educotion thot r
discovered thot my possion hqd o nome. r wos, in essence, a
phifosopher. Now...this is o declarotion thot con result in
guestioning stores ond disb elieving looks. rt is os if it's common
knowledge thot philosophers we?e a species thot once existed
but ore now long extinct. f further established thot my specific
interest in this field wos in the discipline known os ontology.

Copyright o 2004-2009 Dennis Berry
Copyright discloimer: All excerpts, guotes, phroses, ond common scyings
of known or unknown origin ore itolicized ond enclosed in quototion morks.



?"p rffi* L+L,/rJr* a>,$ ,lo&*t
ftus;$L {n .+--

" T.t- is ns+ n^{rn" f}.r* u[,"rt bnc- Qnls ]L g'n^-h* ctrrtNr*ry,

t h"rq- h. ull t $t& Ilve l"r** corprcl\-\j,'orr . 4", ,r(*.

c-L ofgo fr'^A

{/"

lfl-I^* prccis-a- +fu^o( srr{-

ryLn"As. 
" L. (on

Jri 0,Aa,r,/o,tion is we$"| a-s Jhe pplpar *oo I fir tit,',ng ca^ftr*

$;;U ;,f Qtu\ce- (pot,fio,t-) Ysu ftrc Hep! ., T";+;^l Fix i..

5n l,r*ian $'t - /o'\,^cs + LL+ s a'l of Y u\ o"y*{ 0{'

/nri nt*t6 n{ J&ite- , B- Lout b ir,n{;'o,1.

u,nlholox is P"rs i8; t''fr, PaWiA "'
K,to,ntt- ts a"cJ1wa | ;rrA,,,  tJe- l iv" in * I 'u-{ iP, ' . '  

L " (

s" tuc sF *lre u,tknootn !' 1 AL qsse'^c< o$ 6ai't3 ts Qeez*hAJt

Ps;* t

nl
+ad{ oN-

?/v'artasf H,r66cr^{-

1t



- f+ ; not en"aqA ^€.rc/y *o p.it. douJn an exPress;on "il utent

it io 6i *Jprrtool. |Ju ̂ wI aJso iil,cole r-poin* af refnNftz ,,i+t
f^^ ,Ai"h *hz o\sorver is atppa) te .6. s(an))n1.To nukz ciaii
aA exppssion ,r'ga,\i4r €,.l , we nusl o,ol) *o jt an ii/"c^for *o s'lanl)"1
pr.sJ-^* o- Flaze fror",^,rA','rA {lvo6s*rt* is invitd fo Wail
l+. 

' 
\ por4io,t.., sL.,.d)n1.., stal onf. loir'+r. f"i{,*l Fit(.--

- {ry,Ar. ff"re"! \;Y":;'i:X'  
-TAc BrioLru P6a"f in

s#,ir,.i ":. : Yy ffi #:f:"i:i s v...
- Jt rs u ^eussa-ry fs assurtt- .l-h"t *4.)prlfs Ao,r. falf > c

knortQgl nf 'llre' IoJ,al slrwlun of {Ae Janer of lL. o6;t;1, ffii;f 
'

or inrlina.fror' i'o 1o *i(rcua\ an/ conplq rt.rsan'n1 Prt,cess. Gaa.r
pit *A.e. palh'.,;,lp-n*s. i..J t+pot"A Io at*ut',u.lafiz e^Piri,ol. t ^lLS,^-
inlorna*ion nn Tlie relall,t. oJ.vanlo.go.s 

"S 
lh" toPioqs pttc n'"fri,^'-*21,r"!.i 

-o at,+4gg;,J,itporol, (,r"Jn"rir" feeJ.6azkloopr... s"e:.vF.}lf+;-)
*5tf4rajy 

L4e^elrlsA'pJ +hc ,c,Utt Aro\ dt-1 oT
oX e,lti s; i:ri con1t 6if, - o ca+Jul pbt, or -i- | ^ t I
melfiod, z t'. cdlLl ") q{ ".1.59,rr L {q Ao ̂ 5or,.r. | , J&,n filntl,
illiffi +t'r4;it1**',*xiift ,''*^r,tlot''Gryto*)"oc'om.s
ill.L^qi 

"il-*i\ii 
i2**tr^#;""1J",-a; r sl]ene [or3,'r'i"1 an end'..

- -lAer< 
cqn [. no lll,n.fion ulthsa-f moliye , aa) lkae can

bs no rqo*iye- u Vss .ontents e_te seen *o J,;ffet in /alue-.

G.|pxor B.orn
1-aos of lbrn

- finy er.f"/oay /n45+ qi,t2 nn o&o,^nl o( ,L;"A wor)s r.{rr to e:tlilia,
Dhj;A )rnJl , u.tAy ," onA who* coloqo,,"s r"sull. W;k; !

rndivila.... I. '., l.+snt F."{ioaell.,. All,$i ;,1 fr,lell,-rc,t"c-
.. Hunl;t R'jhts t;. Lhal Rigt\ ls vt. fap1al,sen{ianf RigAtr

; "Jrrst 6. tat-^" f-^ 
-IAe 

Airell qf 0Z - Tofo pntls fle-.n*oin
ho.ll Io reved *Ae wiza,rA..,

- An in/,ca*,oa oF fh" p'inf of uie,rr is c"nsfru#l upon lhz Prtr,t;^l
c.nAer <rncilQi^#on *o iTle evolw?on posr,'5/c $r lt 

'ttnk^o,r^-

,,-.-. *s 6s is io lo*hzvclue o{ q. yrii"5lc," Qninc ,bl;tlrrl l/tn 0tr.ran

- TL kcv nolion fr'.,i*,^/li.l, su"l' <a^s{r,^.lte^ shoull slsrl )s. l*a*.*le eneryltZ

":;l;i;+,1 ,rnsiA*.)|r, plysics is lfie e,,,oli"*4 inlercily,?*W#"fr5t^ffiij^,^



Hero is a Four-Letter Word http ://www.writersstore. com/hero-is-a-4-letter-word

lf lhe story began aner f|e Vilbin s schenE was already a hown problem. lhen perhaps u/e could say f|ar r,vas the status qlo, and Bond is taking the
initrati€ b clEnge it. thereby making him lhe Protagonist. But rmst Bond films set ttE status quo as a peaceful rorld scene into whi:h the vlhin interjecls
an element of thFat. Ony then does Bond spring into adion, to stop what the Vlllain ir irying io .|o.

G. eond ,.r*in" 
" 

eood Guy, is slill the cent"al Characbr. continues b cdrry lhe srovs moral posilbn, but is an Antagonist, rdher than a ermgonis. f
\ fn a story the Prctagonist represents our o\Irr initiafve - the nrotivation to shake things up, change the order, alter the course. <-o\Lrsq. - /alaltLt,O4

, In contra$, the Antagonist reprcsents ow reluclance b chanqE - the motivalion is aF maintain fie sbljs quo or to retum things b the state in trhbh rhey 
\f e UOflrO,

/ naa uea ffi widEFEiEe-fi f.i-d'fs-to-dfi iFTiB ffi r to-i'yGTin-die?ilo Er sreeprno I
I dogs lie.
\ -J

so. simpy $,apping tt|e qualiies of beino F totagonisl and Antaoonist will have a temendous efrct on a Hem ard vilbin. even though all the oiher qugnies
remain the same. lf you have only been creating the standard Hero and Villain, this one technique alone will open many new creative avenues.

ll/ain I|rrf,uerceSvrap

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: Pmtagonist, ,n,tuence Character, Central Character, Good Gtry

Viffian: Antagonist, Main Chancter, 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 lifu-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, lnfluence Character, Secud-Most Central, Good Guy

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

This example has served to illustrate that you dont have to limit yourself to srvapping just one quality, but in f,act, can mix and match them in any combination
you want! lmagine the possibilities!

Good Guy I Bad Guy Swap

Still, there's one more kiM of aheration in the classic Hero and Mllain 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 sr/ap 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 AntFHero, something like the Main Character in Taxi Driver. Here's a disturbed individualwho is
under such personal pressure that he snaps into a fantasy world and acts to the harm of others. But, he is definitety 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.

Noru, while ue could do that simply Good Guy/Bad Guy suap, there's something a little different that reaiy opens up the game...

What if \,t e 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 buitd a dam on the river that rum through the small to$rn in wirich 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 wouldn't be worth living there anymore.

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

Putting it AII Togetlrer

Okay, lefs 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 Antagonisfi trying b stor
more important and memorable of the two. You make this choice by picking the one you find r 
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char*br will almost autornatbaly cause you to gir€ him rrbte media rcal estate and to draw him with the oreaEst p6ssion.

Chooslng srhich oiE you ryart ds your rreh Chor4ter may be ttlc*ier, since lt doesJr't necessenly have b be the Central Charac'br rcr the Pnotagonist
Cften, a charismith AnbgonH mates a good Main Charader, but so does a dull bystan*r who simply povhes a good peFpeclit€ on tlre $ory tur the
Eader or audience to adoDl

Finaly, you delermine if both are Good Guys, Bad Guys, or if one is Good ard the other Bad. This choice will depend on whelher you wanl lDur audience or
rcader b slard in the shoes of a Good peEpective. as with Dr. Richetd Kimble in lhe Frg n/e, or in the shoes of ihe Bad perspective as with Scrcoge in A
Chi/6tna6 Caol.

frn me eooo scenario, you make your reaaler or audience leel s€lf{thleous. and b€Eh by exampb. In the Bad scenarb, you aacuse your reader or ar.diencef eXlon" I

/ and Each by encouhging them b derry it in their orn lives and prove you wrcng..Therl lpu Vse your pt t b explolq both chaEcte6 points of.vievr, 1 PtAtSufQ

LuhimaEv 
passirE your iudgnEnr upon them as your sbrys messaoe. R.l,.r,rvr*&llr|\ 1,. co^J r.rl ca 

Fy, ',.0It..,j'vt5, \ velsat
ottf, a c,lw-lletr1u to atle*+t fr ielsify f/r<r, Ji e,.n.l

we'.yDu0ethei*a'A||$ism|gltseenpEty0wiousbyno.t.but€ca||backbthebe0inninginPanoneoneolthisri|ogyofenic|.swhenweweEon'
tafking about the chssic Hero and Mllain. At the time, they might have seemed the best way to go br any siory, but nod... WEl, Hero is a bur]etEr rvord, oL! | (z

and by breaking him and his Mllainous countendrt into their verious componenls, you @n no / create fer nble interesting, unpedictable and belie\Ehle
characteG lhan you could bebre.

Study E)(ercises for Part Three: irlr(ed up Herc€s ard Vnhhr

l. Lisr rhree miis of Heres and Vllbins" $ch as Chief Brody ard The Shaft tom Jarys

2. Break dotn each pair b show how the bur basic qualitFs ol each ate eiher in the chssk errarEemenl or have been cdistributed betlve€n the tlio.

3. Fnr each pair, llst emnples ftom the story in wtich uEy apDed that fu$r e eaafi qnaliry a belo4lng b the dtancier ttou hat/E deternined Docsesses
It.

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

1. Devise a goal for a hypothetical sfiory. Create a HeroA/illain pair with Protagonist and Arhgonist srvap@. Wtite an exampfe 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 HeroA/illain pair with Main and
Influence Character qualities swapped. Use a story example to illustrate how the reader/audience sees the story through the Main Charactefs 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 Villain 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 Gny.

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 dest

F -
Ie{Iey your story.

We have al l  seen movies and read novels that feel l ike "paint by numbers" creations. Sure, they hit  al l
the marks and cover al l  the expected relat ionships, but they seem sti l ted, uninspired, contr ived, and
lifeless.

The authors of such pedestrian fare are Story Mechanict.lSjow Vt,.chglic 
5 r *ll"r @nstructs_a

ttrng ,f it gj1rr.Un". Starting with t ,blr"ptint, the-writer: gathers the necessary dramatic
- #

compenents, assembles the gears and pul leys, t ightens al l  the structural nuts and bolts, and then tr ies to' -
make the story interesting witlr a fancy paint job.

* But there is another kind of writer who creates a different kind of story. fhese Story Weavers begin with
subjects or colgepts they are passionate about and let the structure suggest itself from the material.
-'+- ----
They see their players as people before they consider them as chElggers. Events are happenings before
t6;-g!!ot.G|ues pr.."Gtf'.tJand the story develops a world before ime*lopft"nil--

A book or movie written by a Story Weaver is involving, riveting, and compelling. lt 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.

Nowwork toc rea teawor |d inwh ichFeop |e | i veand in te rac t , th ingshappen ,me@

t ir,ffi,stf.ffi"-*-;trG;of storycreation:
I ni pi ration, D.eYelop.Jnenr, tloffi:-d lt" wEIlg

Inspi rat ion

Inspiration can come from many sources: a conversation overheard at a coffee shop, a newspaper
art icle, or a personal experience to name a few. And, inspirat ion can also take many forms: a snippet of
dialogue, a bit  of act ion, a clever concept, and so on. t

l f  you can't  think of a story idea to save your l i fe, there are a few things you can do to goose the Muse.

First of al l ,  consider your creative t ime. Some people consistently f ind inspirat ion 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  wri te worth a darn in the other three seasons. There are authors who work in cycles and those

Pf I Page tof 7
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In Development you'l l  begin to populate your story with people you might l ike to write about, work out
s 9'=-glJhs-lhinssJh@o @i! d est a bli sh th e w o. r! d o r e r' r''-' m e n t i n wilbh'lt-

'  
- 4 ' -

takes place. These efforts will ultimately result in your characters, plot, theme, and genre.
FF

There ar! many Story Weaving techniques for the Development stage, but one of the most powerful is

ep.4qvsvel!-d !ry#ttiffiti$lf8"3f EIE,.;I t:^tu"* st ;h- "* "ff'.;t'
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 ultimdtely become our characters.

The only specifically called-for characters are the marshal and the gang. But, you'd expect the gang to
have a lbader 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 llttle 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 J ulius Caesar giving him unwented
advice.

This same kind of approach can be a pplied 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
cenre).

l: a sellinq {oeth o$ thz nzoninT or Ptr"tPose (os og o or;l'hr) Arm
Exposition ^ 1.o; d.i s ronrig o" .n 1xg'nql.9.gf ili AesiX^e,l *1 <oyvey in{ortta{bn | !., . -

er explo"ia u\o* is Ai filct*lt to thlet st41.,,'o.ar^l*rtio-.r.-.t.^"*{t't'!.
ThethirdstageofStoryweavinsistolayoutanExposit ionptanforyourstory.Bythetimeyou $'lrT+tTJ^!i%-
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.

trl
Pt t  PagesorT



L vctll q
HsPtL'a I
s Q #te,

t rsnl i.r
-l r in n5,ro{,b ^' 

l';tfilf; W! ;;;
)rftt^re apatf.

{"' t'1/,^A g pyt)l,on er loroir,on
fron *oo TixiA NnJs q k;;;;"

^noY Y . 
Of course, you could just write, "Mystory'sgoal is to rid the town of the gang that is bleeding it dry. The

J lLn6tle- tI marshal isthe protagonist, and he ultimately succeeds, but at great persona I cost."
1 11et1n ,,^;l"h
;I i Sure, it's a story, but not a very interestinS one. lf you were to unfold your story in this perfunctory style,

ll S+ri".,f you'd have a complete storythatfelt just like thatfnaint by numbeg/picture we encountered earlier.

Ll n'+i^'t part of what gives a story life is the manner ln wtric\to ,y point$"revealed, revisited throughout the' t
CoJre"l story played against each other and blended together, much as a master painter will blend colors,

+^c edges, shapes and shadows.
Do{s

+ As an example, let's create an Expositioh Plan to reveal a story's goal. Sometimes a goal is spelled out
@;oIe)ld,r,, right at the beginning, such as a meeting in which a general tells a special strike unit that a senator's
, 

ot 
,, daughter has been kidnapped by terrorists and they must rescue her.

Lo^<efl'

-,* ^. Other times, the goal is hidden behind an apparent goal. So, ifyour story had used the scene described
t^1", Dt3 above, it might turn out that it was really just a cover story and, in fact, the supposed "daughter" was
f rcIWL actually an agent who was assigned to identify and kill a double agent working on the strike team,
taotqu

{ " Goals may also be revealed slowly, such as in The Godfather, where it takes the entire film to realize

txpnlA that the goal is to keep the family alive by replacing the aginB Don with a younger mem ber of the family.
(e ng"iow'ug Further, lnThe Godfather, as in many Alfred Hitchcock films, the goal is not nearly as important as the

- -',, ,. cha se or the insid e info rmation o r the thematic atmos phere. So don't feel obligated to elevate every
cxaltcttc\ storv point to the same level.
^ .Y

T:'&tr":t Let your imagination run wild. iot down as many instances as come to mind in which the oarticular storv

a;f 'ltrWp3', clggs ,g p13y. sJgl'ey4, w4gtr-tgl @glghg,Jgs S!-i'!.dEfi!,e3-]il . 
-'. -,

Z I iE 
psrruncteryrsrircsrthetare. 

t1lilf"I55f;illit:t"?I$'il.!'t';,!,tl:iiJl#tlil1,u>
p j 

5 
{oneof the best ways to dothis is to considerhow:gg!t sjg eilt misht@9!!grr3ly points. For

i L{_"t J example, each character sees the overall goal as a step in helping them accomplish their personal goals.
O !i f 5o, why not create a scenario where a character wistfully describes his personalgoalto another

t i 
tY* character while sitting around a campfire? He can explain how achievement of the overalt story goal will

+ | 
t, 

,. ,, help him get what he personally wants.

9 f coarldl4'Y'
i I O I An example of this is in the John Wayne classic movie, The Searchers. John Wayne's character asks an

l, 
' 

carrr4l old, mentally slow friend to help search for the missing girl. Finding the girl is the overall goal. The friend

. I J has a personal goal: he tells Wayne that he just wants a roof over his head and a rocking chair by the

I i+t"5;q f ire.rhischaracter:99sli:Eggl4nintlrg[gtlogjlgethesoalasthemeansqlo!1gg!gei i ff1ff1 #t ;uEi*'r*{iaa"tr'*'.*tr;p: ^i'r'#dffi'"l''i?ffi"-m*,6oarsg 4

;Y'r-.* {poi^t i'im;'liii$'ii'Ir+;;t:rirn(t)t a Aislin"ut,Iino Jola'f 
-'tg&:e'-:^o'

!r*a3",f ' 6: i[" mosl i,rpurto-^t assn{;l l^ ^ i;t""t;;;';" 
'*t+} yr#tt;#,

G!t<-z.of : : . -"  . .  t  .onl i6ot 3:  a.a e,r$.,or -  .  i ! . i ry i i '
mir" 
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' 
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By the time you've created an e"position Plan for each story point you worked on in the Development
phase, you' l l  have assembled a huge number of events, moments, and scenarios. There's only one thing
left to do: tel l  your story!

-D SIgg1lgllilg iflrylj!-fageted endeggr. lt ,n.orporat+ style, timing, blengllg_gt:gyggl s_tgv poj$s
into full-bodied scenes, sqqtq4qe stqgqlqre, 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 i t  not measure up to that ini t ial  qual i ty.

-t Fact is, you're only as good as your own talent - GET OVER lT! 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!

4 Get in touch with your own passions. Eggll gI tt! ilbg11 g pgsslongle hgggn being- But we quickly learn
that the world does not appreciate all our emotional expressions. ljr lgtjmg, y5: q"*lop g Wle U:g oJ
behaviors ttrt don't truly reflect wlo w_e really are. But, they do help us get by.

Problem is, these f3!se pjgsenlations g 
"gt 

selves gppear t9 be oylrgq!sslve, to 
"u"wo,le 

else. So,
they give us presents we don't  real ly want, make fr iendships with people we don't  real ly l ike, and even
marry people we don't  real ly love!

This false life we develop is a mask, but by no means is it always a well-fitting one. In fact, it chafes- -
against the real "us." The emotional irr i tat ion could be el iminated i f  we removed the mask, but then we &kt'*:(.
might lose our jobs, friends, and lovers because they might find the actual people we are to be tota I

*_ 
stran'ersandnotsomeonetheyrike. ine3c r ' r .  ; t  ^W, et!?ff iJ ig:&+:i f i lI a;-o,113teaA, we iust tigtten ti!€ E! qgy! r" h3d I, bg..:l to-t**, part of what we catl
"ourselves." In fact, after a time, we forget we are even wea?ing 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 writinB 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, gED/timqv:,r 9ry1.r tltygll,ygu ry!mglg_crjgrj! U" lg:LE"g4grrv,tleqernGnE
gCEth"IS .'|!gffIer, leaving you unable to be anyone but yourself with your boss, your friends, and
your lover. Downside risk: you might lose them all. But, you'll be a far better writer.
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And finally, so for broke !-rggggf.g( g gvery!!!-ns y* 99 9,I"9". lt is far easier to go
overboard and llgligrnpr it @th nd have to trv qnd beef it

lP.
Remember, there is only ge @al sin in S$l Ey!g, and that is borinB your audience!

There are far more t ips, tr icks, and techniques than we can f i t  into this single art icle. But by applying
even these few, you will be well on your way to being a Story Weaver - NOT a Story Mechanicl

Writing Exercises

Inspirat ion:

1. Keep a log of the t imes and places you are most inspired. See i f  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 l istening 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 l ist to see i f  any spur ideas for stories you might want to tel l .

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 l ine and add your own materialthat is consistent with the log l ine, but was not
inferred at al l .

Exposit ion:

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 severalways 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.

Storytel l ing:

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 al l  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 i t  down to a reasonable level and compare i t  to the original.  See i f  some of
the changes might actually work more passionately than the first draft.

@ Melanie Anne Phi l l ips
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Story Weaving - Story Structure for Passionate Writers vist*o'll ze-.l!,i.t lo,,ic. of,.l(o bu,;,,c
a4*f ,{ .nc v,,^t tootard't, *ltr', q5llosftle

we ail know that a sjgll Egds lsjyl'd lgsl-ure. But no one reaar . uo3lffilt tl fi;;;''liJt"lil"'l ,
good structure. Ana no autnor frites because hg or she g gjI3l !9 gF"t": great structure. Rather, t^l.hr,

audiences and authors come to opposite sides of a story be-cauJe ot their passions - the author driven to YilJl:trnt..
_ _ . f ,^Aal to^,.express his or hgls, and the audience !9piE to ignite its own.: PeJs's^fsuliu;y, 6eing ar-loAapon,t"$?i'.1-iJi-

il,^r.r '6fi d-p,qrr?"hlT i--r',. si.li oi.cF,Fv of-of^q ",ld oa 6yerleraal\eitr ir f6rs5'- *[fls Y
wrrat ara*i usid i'iioti in ttri frrrt plice is 8ur adraction td the sublea'matter and ihe styte. nsan\ i^10{.{ - InPrcT

audience, we might be intrigued by the potential applications of a new discovery of science, the \ *#^T;
expforation ofa newly rediscovered ancient city, orthe life ofa celebtity. We,mjght love.a taut mystery,j ,.,. .n, /
afulnllingromance,orachirlinghorrorstory. ,,ri?$;;riiu#;iri.:rr*fl;ff:ir'{J;;,il-

a r |{,^d.a.|'toi4t cA a+&t. ,
As authors what inspires us to write a story may be a bit ot-dialdg we heiid in a restaurant, a notion for ;rlfot
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,

No matter what our attraction as audience or author, our pgjqs Eigger gI imaRinatig,ns:t:tD
should an author worry about structu re? Because passidfrEdes on struct-iiE, and if the iiiutiu6 is 

-

flawed or even broken, then the passionate expression from author to audience will fail.

s-gggyle,ylgncg1edpjg!:Ily,isinvisible,servins"j!Igl,!Et+rwavetbtdejErstEpSlsion...-^-/
to the audience. But when structure is flawed, it adds static to the flow o_lemotion, blgaking up and ''Ji;'-p"-iurf-ruring 

t1f.ss-n so ua-ovi-r'at tt'!.-ugigi-"" a@lnot-"r,"., - 
",h;;"rrA": 2:y"

The attempt to ensure a sound structure is an intellectual pursuit. Questions such as "Who is my 6e5"' ho{",
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. 

f f qf 
ThS*i

Asaresuft ,authorsoftenbecomesmiredinthenutsandboltsofstorytel l ing,star ingatablanrpage(f f i ' r#t i , !^
because of a lack of inspiration, but because they can't figure out how to make their passions make pertcio*ict aaA
sense ;fllfy lt"il"^
WoRe, the re-writing process is often grueling and frustrating, forcing the author to accept unwanted g f ,|rr; llfd
changes in the flow of emotion for the sake of logic. so what is an author to do? ts there any way o* 

" ;ilTii'this dilemma? qi,.l -.a u"

Absof utelyf f n fact, there are quite a number of techniques that can accommodate the demands of 
i iolerce " '

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

Pfl 
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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
tem plate 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, Benre 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 escaplng 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 feets
like as a whole. So while every piece may work individually, the overall impact may be fragmented,
incom plete, 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 dontt fit that template, and add new sections to fillthe
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 Eg! lbit and loot< at -f 
do

ygr sga: Lajlggrs to your reader or audience. To them, every story has a persona lity of its own, s^f?.tg
almost as if it were a human being. From this perspective, stories fall into personality types, just like real D4rK
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 cou rse, are just first im pressions, and if you get the chance to spend some time with each
person, you begin to discover a number oftraits and quirk that set them apart from any other
individual in that personality type.

P{3 
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Simila rly, 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 knownothing 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 exoerience 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 otheB 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 genr€s 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, ExplodinB 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 ofthe Truth leading to Joyful Reunion.

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

(Note that some g9!!e elements are about settin& some about act'|on, and some about charact*er
relationships. That's why it is so hard to say what genre is. And it is also @lookine glgelle gr ggery's
Pglsolality Dre ft qg tg.jg|-_

Step Three - Selecting Genre Elements:

From the l ists of elements you have created, pick and choose elements from each of the genres that you
might l ike to actual ly include in your story.

t ,
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For example, from Western you might want Lost 9old Mine, Desert,  and lndians. From Space Opera you

might choose Spaceship Batt le, Exploding Planet and Alien Race. Romance would offer up al l  the
elements you had l isted: Boy Meets Gir l ,  Boy Loses Gir l ,  Boy Gets Gir l ,  Misunderstanding al ienates Boy
and Gir l ,  Rival for Gir l  throws our Misinformation, Last Minute Reveal of the Truth leading to Joyful
Reunion. And finally, from Horror Story you might select Scary lsolated Location, Massive Rainstorm
with Lightning and Thunder.

Step Four - Cross Poll inating Genres:

From this Master!!g!-g[-cenre_Elements, that you might like to include in your story, see if any of the
elements from one genre have a t ie- 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:

Oncelou've chosen yoU! elements and cross-pollinated others, you need to determine where in vour
stgv geEl tlern. lf you are stuck in a Genre Trap, there is a tendency to try and get all the genre
elements working right up front so that the genre is clear to the reader/audience.

This is like trvinP to know everuthing there is to discover about a person as soon as yo_u meet him or her.
":- '-l-

It is more like a resu me than an introduction. The effect is to overload the front end of the storv with- --- ----:- ---:-
more information than can be assimilated, and have nowhere left to go when the reader/autienie-:-
wants to get to know the story's personality better as the story unfolds.- - 

".7nnlTfr. 
--

so, Igle g!qe!in" o.!!jp EUjgA pggls ! yJurjgt Tld in any principal character mpmerts of
growlt, discovery, or conflict. Now, into that timeline pepper the genre elements you have developed
1=- -- -: -
t97iyr sS ronff. 1,.. A,; rl"ry,, g r"uth
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
$ory.

Because genre elements are often atmospheric in nature, they c3lfgggenlly bgplace!!-Lust about
anywhere wjthout greatly affecting the essential flow of !!gplot olll"Jg!g ofSlarasler C4

< vanf  l i14  comman{

lrou !9o!g!foul timeline, you can see and controlthe rea_der's fjnl-imrcss!ons of the story_g911e.
And you can anticipate the ongoing mood changes in your story's feel as additional elements in its- -
personality are revealed, scene by scene or chapter by chapter.

What about Re-writes?

P+3 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 l ike 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 intr igue you. Select the ones that would f i t  nicely into your story. Cross-Poll inate
where you can. Pepper them into your exist ing t imeline to f i l l  gaps where the story bogs down and to
reveal your story as a unique personality.

Summing Up the Sum of the Parts

Ge11e is part setting, Ett j@qart cEgcter, and part st9ry:t"ll!llr!y19. Trying to follow a fixed
- - f -

template turns your story into just another clone. But by recognizing that gglte 1119!y a:Lory's_
personalityjyps, ygc94149!e ft 

',jl!!.!y!9!!.1_TygjF. 
And by peppering your elements throughout

your story's t imeline, you wil l  create f irst impressions that wi l l  capture your reader or audience and then
hold their interest as your story's one-of-a-kind personality reveals itself.

pts Page 4 of 4
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Coming Apart at the Themes 11 fttyr{; rrl Pr*rnl, (- .,, & Nn"ti *l Th^,
Even when a story has memorable characters, a riveting plot and a fully developed gefire, it rqay stil l I
comins aoart at the themes. Co|"e- coAceats -b CenlMl thenZ( thencoming apart at the themes. Co fe cen<?Pts

rcd gepre, it nlay stil l be
cenl[tal thenzCo f e- coAcet>t s -b CoA-f Y\a( Y nen,

ny pelstr*'r.{i) Io shrc"- aui- s l',t'Y fo I
' ful, yet least understood element of story structure. lt is p6werful
^y p*sp*';r{;) Io shor"- sut- s (r}Y t" frl(

Tlleme is perhaps the most powerful, yet least understood element of story structure. lt is p6werful

because theme is an emotional argument:-n speat<s direc$r to the h-eaf oTfnffiAr or audience. lt is
- # -

least ,y]g:!ood becaut" { its_inta.ngible nature, *g!!-ng b.-!!15| tF tj"n:s, and between the lines

When misused, theme can become a ham-handed moral statement in black and white, al ienating the
reader/audience with i ts dogmatic ponti f icat ions. When properly used, theme can add r ichness, 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' l l  learn how to combine them together into a strong message that is greater than the
sum of the parts.

What do we real ly mean by the word, "theme?" In fact, "theme" has two meanings. The f irst meaning is
not unl ike that of a teacher tel l ing a class to write a theme paper. We've al l  received assignments in
school requir ing us to express our thoughts about "how we spent our summer vacation," or "the impact
of industr ial izat ion on 19th century culture moral i ty," or "death." Each of these "themes" is a topic,
nothing more, and nothing less. l t  functions to describe the subject matter that wi l l  be explored in the
work, be it a paper, novel, stage pi;G6., ;; ui{ 

--- - - --

-  
- - F - -  - F  -

Euely stgly needs a thematic topic to help hold the overall content of the story together, to act as a- - - , -
,nifylne element through w$[t!1nJo'!u{oltrlqlhe characters gro]M. In fact, yox mjglllook at the
thgmalic topic as*the growth medium in which the story develops. Although an interesting area to
explore, the real foculof this aiiicle is on the other element of tfre'ilu ^oft if ]

This second aspect of theme i:-J!g-UW-.ot pt"-gyglr,story: 
tlr.grit" is a moral statement.

about the vqlue of or tleqhles caused by an element of hgman 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 l i t t le help on how to go about proving i t .  Let 's begin by examining the components of
"premise" and then laying out a sure-f ire method for developing an emotional argument that wi l l  lead
your reader or audience to the moral conclusions of your story without hit t ing them over the head.

4ltpfg'.!9o gry frgn charactsr. Usually, the premise revolves around the Main C[arac-ter. In fact, we
-  r F  ' F . - ' -

might define the Main Character as the one who grapples with the story's moral di lemma.---

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 di lemma may be small ,  as
when Luke Skywalker f inal ly gains enough faith in himself to turn off the targeting computer and trust

Page 1 of 5
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Co"e$*f ly
Ct"ftsA
Ca"J {q 'rts

his own inst incts in the original Star Wars (Episode lV). Either wdy, i f  the premise isn't  there at al l ,  the
Main Character wi l l  seem more l ike some guy dealing with issues, than an example in human

development from whom we can learn.

Tradit ional ly, premises such as these areJtated in the form, "This leads to That." In the examples above,
- - - - - 7

the premises would be "Greed leads to Self Destruction," and "Trusting in Oneself leads to Success." The
Point of eqrh-premjse is the hUmar_Wlity being explored: "Greed" in the case of Scrooge and "Self
Trust" with Luke.

We can easi ly see these premises in A Christmas Carol and Star Wars, but what i f  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 areument. But areuing the relative
merits of Greed us.tGe.n.

@r' qgre,nt*t y1lllea.11orr r.rd., 9r ,,c11en.9s," u*
uoon them. Therefole, ygryilte more likely to convince tl1raller lhan havin_g them relggJggl_
prgmise_ asa matter of principle, making themselves impervious to your message rather than swallowing

P, o1 ef
TruJh ,..
ftq'un- c€-e .t
Cavetsloq
Cqsr"lel.,,

i t  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 otheB 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."

lfjgrr arelgllc to area!93nneslggllaJligsjjggle. loo_!l9l ,hat trulv irk vou. or trulv inspire< vor.r
and select that-Fiman quality to give to your Main Charaqel. Then, you'll find it far easier to come up fJ uu, *. . .
with specific examples of that quality to include in you r story, and you will write about it with vigor. U.i"*i"n.,.

This is your chance to get up on the soapbox. Don't waste it on some grand classic human trait that
really means nothing to you personallv. Pick somethin! vou reallv care about and sound off bv showilg
how that [4!t  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

@s aregoitF logltS_'t vglry; what kinds ot e!:!ac]9l*ill b" fr..j! ti(g!1bg
bumanqua.lities tlglrl5luld m.?ke tqlefLo.Lt to Thigye th. story_s_goalthe most difficult, exacerbate,!hg
obstac|es,@rks.Givethattrait toyour|VeD!Fracter,@sant|y
surydseilfotc€ it talq pn a life of itslfr.--

FaoP,, .
Drubt,,,

Of course, you may {eady klow youlmessage before vou even g:!91!9!..Lou m!y.!! fag,_lavgg_ Thc AldrEl
your primaryIurpose in creating the story the intent to make a point about a particular human qualitv. roa'|, ' .

e--=: _. . - ___ ,,. 
I qfiaile
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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 Counterpgi 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, i f  your message is "Borrowing things from others and not returning them is Bad," then your
counter point is "Borrowing things from other and rettqrning them."

Note that we didn't include the value judgment nart of the message (i.e. "Good" or "Bad") €.Bart-of.Ihe
point or counterpoint. The idea is to let the audiqnce arr ive at that conclqsion for themselves. The point- -
rE.g!g3g!nt sinnply show both sidesryryt.Ou_f-lgI!-Sjepgil be to work out_how we are
going to lead the audience to come to the conclusion we want them to have.

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

point and counterp in act ion in your story
to i l lustrate how well  each one fares. To this end, come up with as many i l !_ustrat ions as vou 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, decl ine to make a donation to the poor. Each of these moments ful ly i l lustrates 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 invit ing him to dinner, and Cratchit  giving of his t ime 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 i l lustrat ions 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. AvcUcomparing the Point and Counterpoint direct ly-

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

lIg-pgint and counterpoint. lf this is done, it takes all deci,sion away from the audien-ce and puts it rigtrt
in the hands of the author.

T-!g"jpt is to have the author repeatedly saying, "Generosity is better than Greed, Generosity is better
than Greed," l ike a sound loop.

A better way is to show qpsd at-work in its own scenes, and Generosity at work in completelv different-. . . . . . . .-  '  --  -- , ;--
scenes. In this manner, the audience 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 i f  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 il lustrations 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 real ly bad sometimes, and just a l i t t le 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'devastat ing effects, but ult i rhately only be a minor thorn in people's sides. And, of
course, you may choose to jurhp around, showing some examples of major problems with Greed and
others that see it in not so dark a light. Similarly, not every illustration of your Counterpoint has to carry
the same weight.

ln the end sciously average togethe! 'al l  of. the i l lustrat ions of @int, and
also average-together al l  the i l lustrat ions of the counterpoint, and arr ive at a relat ive value of one to the,-
other. aJe, gttfe/

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 total ly AWFUI just bad.

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

A t thee@, ins teado fmak ing theb |anke ts ta tement tha tGreed isBadandGeneros i t y i s
#

Good. vou are simply stat ing t@etter than Greed. That is a lot easier for an audienc.e to
accept, since human quali t ies in real l i fe are seldom al lgood or al l  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 actual ly be shown as sl ightly Good in a scene. But at the end of the day, al l  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 overal l .  And that is how the
audience wi l l  see i t  as wel l .  

:
This approach gives us the opportunity to do some real ly intr iguing things in our thematic argument.
What i f  both Greed and Generosity were shown to be bad, overal l? By adding up the numbers of the
arbitrary scale, you could argue that every t ime Greed is used, i t  causes problems, but ever t ime
Generosity is used, i t  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 i f  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 part icular si tuations, being
Greedy or Generous doesn't  real ly matter, either w?v, you' l l  make the situation worse.

ln 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.

yy you ha"e the opgotgnity to create dil"ttt: fotJo@tlgJgr"-frl ror. r"rlirft
andfar |essmo1a[5! ic .Andbvh@cou11p|Poin tspendsomet imein theGoodco|umn
and some t ime in the Bad column over the course of your story, you are able to mirror the rea I l i fe
values of  our  human qual i t ies and thei r  iqgt  on those around us.
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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 joumalistic clich6 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 morc articles on the web are leaving aside ttris pattem 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 lctow 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 thhking about resolutions. Will it be enough to address onty 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.

E

I IutV suggestion is t]ris: that you make sure you ask yourself ollthe other questions, deliberately and
r carefully, befort even considering the "how" of anything, whether the ways be simple or not. TlJr 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 thern as
fully as possible?

. . Why does it mafter 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 pupose 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 tirne? Are circumstances favorable enough? Would it '

be better to wait and see how events tum 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 shoutd be tackled ftust? Is it
the most important or the most pressing, since these typically refer to two aspects of any
problem, not one?

. Whodo you need on your side? Who has to help you - or at least stand aside - if you are
.. going to succeed? Few rnaften of any rEal importance can be dealt wift ryithout 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 tum 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?

. flow should you go about it, taking into account the answers to all the previous questions?

If you think through the sequence carefully, you'll not only make a better career moves, you wiII have
already prepared the answers to maybe 90o/o of interview questions.

Avoiding sound-bites and clichds
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 vou have..first dealt with
the (strategic) issues the other five questions will raise for you. Time spent i" r.&ir'iffiifr*d;1., 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 I

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-poinfs is to break up linear plot development and to cement the audience's
interest. To make sure thot a story doesnt become predictoble it is important thot it doesnl move

forword and end in a direct and straight forword way but that it moves olong 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 filmT

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 losfs
until the end of second act.

Major turning-points ̂

A storyline has up to five central turning points. These points redirect the plot in such a powerfuI way
thot it changes its cours e: a positive development becomes negotive ond a negative development turns
positive. The most extreme form of a turning point is called a reversal.

The major turning-points are clearly defined and structurally fixed: inciting incident, pJ-slpoint 1,
pinch ,point 1, midpoint, M point 2, pJot point 2, climax and last mtist. 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 necessorily 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-poinfs produces

different structural sytles of a film story.

Each storyline contains its own turning-poinfs. 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 hos an effect on onother storyline. The turning-point of a secondary
storyline can cause a change/turn within the main storyline. The turning-points of various storyIines
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are clustered even without direct links to oeate a structural and dramatic unity of the story. Yet by
placing them slightly opart they ore linked without having their tansitions blurred.

Micro turning-poin$ ^

Besides the major turnino ooints a story also possesses a number of micro-turning-points representing
merely gradual change. In principle it is possible and desirable to end each seouence. scene. situation
and action with a change and therewith carry over into the next part of the fiIm. The number of micro-
turning-points is variable and their position is flexible.

Internal anil external change point n

Generally a turn is composed of wo par*: a break of an internol oction (internol chonge point) and
consequential new focus of the external course of action (external change point). A change, a
revelotion or disclosure may, for exomple, caute the moin chorocter to chanae their plan. . .,

rncitinstnciirentt ff$rfj1"i,,'it r!]"-f,^*ir!*.i;;X!'t'ffi*'#,.,,.",
to pa-t f rncl,on wz qet'ttFii);o:.''"--'"' cs,lPler'll

The inciting incident (olso called: inciting event, hook, coh a ailveiiri, point of atuck, catalyst)
gets the action rolling and sets up the fuELploLpeinl. lt is linked to the first plot point by showing ia
negotive and positive prefix and thereby dividing the frrst act into two halves. The protogonist receives
her impulse through the inciting incident. Here she is forced to deal with o specific task She is dragged
out of her hobiual day to day life and pushed into olert.

PIot Point 7 tt

The plot point 1 (also called: brcak into arct II, first re+,elation, point of no rewrn) separates the frrct
ftom the second act. It leads the plot into an ascending positive or into a descending negotive
development. ldeally it embodies the best or worst case scenario for the pyglgggpjsl depending on his
exposition. By doing this the plot point 7 sets up the central question of the film which will affect tlte
entire second act' cAorcc of 15r /\ qalll.lc ' ' Sfa"Ja"L oi

pinchpointl ! l:;;*;;ff ",i+"I7*'t"^snrc!"
The first pinch point occurs after the first quarter of the second act - i.e. after approx. 3/8 of the story.
It provides the prongonist with new clues and reveals the ggtn gwfljgl of the story. At the same time it
serves as a reminder of the antagonistl power by making the protagonist feel the "pinch" of the
antagonistic force. Thus irsets up the next 1/8th of the story. Coq{l,c* o$ FarUs,,,

Midpoint !
5c"s*ain ^$ility vs. €xlinc/)on

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 hove to. It is olso possible that the positive ascending or the negotive descending
development progresses until the plot point 2.

Pinch Point 2 L
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The second pinch point minors the first pinch-scene - in its content as weII as stucture. It takes place

after the third quarter of the second act- after approx. 5/8 of the story - and recalls the central
conflict once agoin. At the same time, the second "pinch" fgrgshgdpvi the conftontations that arc yet

to come, reminding both the prongonist and the audience what is at stake. Together the two pinch

scenes act as the films structural 'pliers'.

PIot Point 2 !

Just like the plotpint L the plot point 2 (also called: break inu act III, thiril rqelation) represents an

obligatory urning-point of the overall story. It separates the second ftom 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 7.

Climax n

The final tension of the fiIm culminates in the climax (also called: shotydown, battle, rcsolution). It
divides the third act into two halves. The climax may confirm or reverse the result of the second olot
pfu!. . . Therefore ,the climgx is-o moment when thyt plot is ultimotely determined.'TAe Aeecoll?sz--

* h e  l l , 1 4 i ) ' t y  o +  [ 5 ( l ] )  d . r . o y e . / . , .  L o r y v r R r f  o r V  C A r ( A D E
Unlike the other turning-points the climax is not only structurally deftned. 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

r/f,tosonEl is tested existentially. \a't.inq.Lcing.)n *'^e nnl ^spu" z c &nc'era eA ,"t 'th or i.n'roh'{!,
" an ind(ttidail os ralico.lly frcz et'l resPe agiblz,., c ornna^4:,,

Here the protagonist has to prove what she's leamed: it is the ultimate chokepoint she has to pass to
achieve her 'ygnt'. The climax is the funnel where oll chorocters ond stotylines are brought together
Here is where all energies are clustered, where aII incompatible objectives, interests and values of the
conflicting parties closh. Everything thol hos been plsnlted during the entire ftlm is now pgtloff. The
protagonist is challenged in her very own nature, mind and body at the same time. Her consciousness

and perception are heightened. The audience\ attention is increased through the use of suspense by

utithholdino information from the orotoaonist.
h;  )  )  er. f ion'v iekr d ' r , ' ros+ lo 'n"1i .2i . ,

Being confronted lrith his olrn mortality and frogility the protagonist feels the meaning ond value of

exJ+rl;.4i life. He hos to employ his sharpened senses as well as his newly accumulated knowledge of himself and

!:ljifYttne world. Now aII his previous understonding and experience have to prove themselves in the real
inftn rti4t|e^
cl c raqt l world. At this point the protogonist ond antogonist ore most alike and yet this conflict 9I!!]!es exposel (Wq;^3

!!;:::y their crucial difference. The film! theme and its tuth are promptly rev"ot"d to theifrrlr,rr.}lo-' the 
' 'dootoJ'ls

i{,'a.+iot." llsry grows beyond is norrative - i.e. temporol, spatial and individual - Iimitgtjenlglld.offgry
universol connections. qafu11i6, anJ- end.e*iry prinri2ler aA pr".*2ct..,

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 every.thing rodiotes from: forwords and bocl<wards.
rh e c ti m ax passe, o,", iorin i'; tili 3t 3?3f,hrlijh,;{l;ig;nd th e ou di ence.
An 'anti-climax' occurs when the expectotions regarding the climax are not met and the climax simply

doesnt happen.

Ldst 'Itvr-sa A
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Insteod of the apparent ending of the story there may be a completely unexpected firn of events right at
the very end, often in the last scene or in the very last shofs: the losf nvist.
A prime example of a lost fwist is that the supposedly dead monster fs not dead.. .

Reversal A

When at the end of act two resp. in act three the events start culminating towards a re:solution turning-
points become reversals. That's how the plot can suddenly reverse into its opposite at the pJpI point 2,

the climax or the last twist so that the protagonist is on an emotional roller coaster. Aristotle called this

extreme cose of a turning-point a peripetia. Rad'an*
C * r r t e f  I
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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 beginnine. middle, and end - 1rys'ys k6ewn that for about two thousand years. thanks to good
old Aristotle. But it doesn't stop there.

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 . .  .
r5 occal I oal

r' What is a nlot noint? I$ ... cafu"*l u/.ku)4:."'f,ca ... livinc- )Jscontr"z.laor*,.
\ d 

' ' '7.7+I"t't*-f.{I'i:'- 
]1nia.l i.p."t: excltolloa' ', u"a 3el s+;nn} ap ,,. "irar- poder is,,,"

A plot point is an incident that directly imp-qcts what happens next in a story. [n other words, it gives a
point to the plot, forcine (he storv in a differeni direction. where otherwise it would've iust meandered.

'i )ro- L drs*inction" tiqni1,can17.. iqac{:e lcsi'.,, i"" porl,"n,,. inf,ailc.pofanlll'..
Any event in a story can be significant. but if it does no-t move the storf forward, it is.iust a point in the
plot-notaplotpoint.Theloi '" ' , . , ," ' .  cAaA3c*he'""*.t1""!., ' . i"*"f":" 'conlversi,bn-\;!t ' l i l f i i l

choaic-.fle <cu.tse c? ev./.ft.' co,rAin^l nrlh),...t,ut.,, t
L Move the story in a difterent direction- ro4f'a corrygt"jols[,i^dr;ft::lrst""f:,2d:t#t:"

2. Impact character development. bpnJ I4p'^ls excit'*ion " ' t^)t 0"* 5litnl Up" '

3. crose u doo. behind a c-riarac,". ;;;l;yru X;^.' A"iif iiii]^:;;::":T'^" . 1
CarLinal Nu*enirqs -. fowcit 4t'ri4 o iel! lmesl. inls65s lor* si A itanhnfrc al [ 

'
Think of it like a bolt, holding your story together: without it, yofjust have separate pieces of scrap
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 book as a . .
p lot  point .  But that 's not always true. 

'  
c 'vQ'hl  l ing 

" ' ! "^4 
l ins

cAoir cf ."ril\:;"' Qlls.los,me o€ ,ak,ti, ftnouth - lo*ru.nl f ,rc;ll
The nlot is a chain ofconnected dvents that comprise$thg rBryltive. Ifone ofthose events does not

ha"e;n:ci;iJ;lf".t 
soiitn! 

o.otunonist - and bv extension. the traiectorv of the olot - it is not a
h f ^ r  ̂^ i h r  t a tA ,n , - l  o ,g "k . i . i n t s  -  t esona f t  , . .  eyc i l i l i " i  i n , , co rJs  i npac ! . . .

2?#{tlito.:?i{ar5ren-.,. err.zner.ce.,, e.n|"Iir,etl ... s'cuI . L propo4y
An advisor might berate a prince for mouming the death ofhis father, but this isn't a plot point because
it isn't necessarily pivotal - it doesn't convince Hamlet to keep a stiffupper lip for the rest ofhis 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

s to ry ' scou rsemov ing fo rward .  ?  te l za j  , t  L l r@^cDva l t ( zvzo l  - re -+ focove r t vc ; l J
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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 tumers, while others never get
tumed past the first page' 

or^Ja+en*s.,. fr,,ohoa.,, s lrqlnre
First and foremost, plot points sho* you !9- u llgryjlo&. Remember how plot points are like bolts?
That's notjust because they hold the story together. It's also because they're tiny and significant. Once_
you link them together, you can understand how the whole story is U"fft.- ;;y.f;*S il:m::: i::?fi:f)
Stories are not comDlicated at heart. 

+'\e brJ P'c'4rc e'r'iSqs 5l^1,<g in arho'."l *yrienral ..,

The good ones are aseries of: T f -' Thea - ; "x*nposifion raln*io*al t{**.,lte*lt.

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.
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Let's look at two vastly different but equally classic books - Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's
Tale andMawice Sendak's llhere the llild Thinss 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 Atrvood's 1985 dystopian novel is thoroughly unique: a cocktail ofhistorical
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 -in2017, 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 enoush to keep the reader, you know, actually reading. Many refer to this
feature as the Hook, or the Back Story - the point that pushes e-nevefintemotion and auto6qtir:*lly
set$it apart+om the rnilliens-sfothers-eut there. 

'--' -'-{hc 'lcvel p'{'i're t4o +,.llviQ')

TAe'tYras*er! (ra!-f t ff 7't\7:r:."1 prs/hise- l:F"{gt{l$fil;t6::trydtn!r:..
A great story can do this offthe strength of its premise alone. From the start, Atwood hooks us in by c*rrer.l< c":tl;t hftdu"l"cfiilth.t-priffiffi"t oro.-ru"d's story: she is a woman in u *o.ld *h* *o-;"li;ll::.,,

_fry:_ have no agency. We see how this conflict !U tlf.l"*@flS-dgy life as Offred attends a Ceremony principJc5

2tfih;, :::::.1::T:::"rhecommander.Forher,thisisahorriblebut_commonplaoeroutine.3E^tR,n" 
n{:Ur;;;

<;l;:l reader, it is ngw, and it hooks them with the desire to leam more. rFEco,/ 1 petlzrns,.t
;:ilil' - rhe Br'/ce Fanr{ion - catve\l... convel6rr<Q-.-.lntsfu'e"t.e- lrlrfic4al 

'fratua

ef e,liy A premise itselfwill never be e_nough to carry-+hovel. BL' iineeds t_o -b.e 91o-geh to hook-the leg-dgl's SeAninon(,s.)

il;l* interest long enough toJ<eep them on the lin-e, until the firsl -biglgvejl comes around and reels ft
por,?. " melaphvsic.l 6iq batq

s,{}l6-;tt, First Plot Point Ai;;t:;i ;,.;i=;l cons.ioncaot5
t - flunkai"l hrf.r"tqs - - c'."(qr,t d At.ntAsa--

cxJ,'-nJ;crt... The Hook sets the stage for the frrst ejd E.gt. also referred to aslhe Caialy:[ the Inciting hc_'!g! or,
a;3"f ,"o"1: simply, the First Plot Point. This occurs somewhere around, thp Va'f iaT{in *e story and signals
u^:1]. ' , :  the end of the beginning. Ccloly*ic convcts)ui " '
ryryll C.nf ticl aQ Fapces,..HumaaConflict':;';7,f, This First Plot Point should forcg the protagonist into the conflict. ln The Handmaid s Zale, it arises in
ipbi.l:zA the form of an invitation from The Commander to meet with Offred outside the Ceremony. In this

ffi)ft*rrworld, such a meeting is expressly forbidden... and yet, so is acting against the wishes of a

;;rf:.6t) Commander. Thus, Offred is thrown free from the status quo, and the story changes course.
'#"-,411{ttt.st 

Pinch Point Hu'u.a4 Cot'$ticl ,e*fc,*,n5 ilaoloX,es
The middle ofthe story generally consists ofthe character reacting to the Big Event and its
consequences. These are Pinch Points, and they put the character under pressure, forcing them to make
a choice. \  a,aake;nt a.. l ,Ltetesl. . ,  Covve CSIoV j. .

* , . n  r r  f  (
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P+ss i ,ze Fs rfeit@ra
D ' vin" )*srrn*e n*netrt

duel I ualz t,'f* (;a*wsi*7) f aci lilJ,.n *A,v* hot&
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
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.

Tmpoc{ I^pno* s f  y";*o4i"n ", .
So, we see her reacting to the janing call to adventure, but mostly with passivity. It will take a major
turning point for her to react to it actively. < a nv"t s )o ,t cosocc)e(s)

{Midpoint tctr,i,-- of }r lrlgnltile.., Stcq^,,rL e( netso":e., CAoorr /r*Yrut"t"!

Perhaps the most crucial plot point occurs near the middle of a story. The Midpoint is a crucial tuming -pivo*.|-
point that forces the protagonist ro stop reactins a"o 

;,,TLtiilE lr^;!ri::Xf#rl:*;ffir;w boly
Throughout the story, Offred has looked back on the memories of her old friend Moira, a rebellious lta.nion.,,
firebrand who provides her with hope that it's still possible to exist in this world as an independ"nl dissrn:,0n..'

woman. However, when The Commander takes her to a brothel, Offred discovers Moira there, liri"gP^I:f T
freer than her modest counterparts, but still very much under the finger of the patriarchal regime. i'.J:lli.::.,
Offred realizes there is no hope for her to operate within the confines of this society and still retain Jo,qp.*,nq
some independence. Instead. she musr rake matters into her own hands. ys. rnt''tt-ll"' Hv.-t.' i /e" lo5 ic]

Finaf pinch point +hz paukr of snXyJioa... thc.casliatr "i;;i,;'.,1.'"" 
(.r-)frft^u

For the second half of the middle, the protagon.rjl th"n 
".p:gry9$91yj!-tgggry, 

taking different(r";) c lcsr p..r,lcSa
approachestoovercometheconf l ict .This isanotherPinchPoint:ourprotagonistreactstooractson..**rar;
pressure and conflict. with middling success. €rlalt;sh f, F t o.c.-ti.'^c^': ' ' ,, ttt' 

-

Uittin' tr D,-.. BJ;.^Tii;l+" exptsitnl,oa
Offred tests her boundaries with small acts of rebellion such as refusing breakfast, toying with matches,---1;-------
and even entering an affair with Nick, one ofthe servants on the property. They offer her no hope of 

" 
{tfu

overthrowing the regime or even attaining personal freedom, but they still give the character an agency baoul{
thatdid not exist before. '.' {4€ cutiaq oi t-s les 6r.aai, ̂eJ','"n,v$ <!z 1o solisiy

sr,ppoe*ia5'rol<9, gu'ppsr+;'! <e;t )r'ts'tPa.^E'tfALIrY 
?XriyFinal Plot Point 
neeLs ,

Going into the third act (or the beginning of the end, so to speak) there is often one Final Plot Point. b g-* r.ol
This shows the protagonist at their lowest, having taken a profound misstep among their newfound
actions which drives them directly into the Climax and Resolution. ,<riSiS.,, Arl,ns (np**in,.,
!0, , r-Have 

- ' i . -  
{ .  r iAga,, , .5 lo" ct^a, i | )U.. .s1ar lot leenLy.. ,JnJ, ' r , r ) . r .1 G;f is. , .p; l "A { tat . 'A, . .  \

In this example, The Commander's wife discovers her husband's affair with Offred. This presents \
Offred with an unpleasant choice - the terrifying uncertainty of seeking help in a world where sheJ
trusts no one, or the deadly certainty of suicide. Iea*uotl\ v\dkcS 'lls df eo,lll u)Qtsk,., €

TA" 6in_.r th* ).r'n^, *A e $ig5c, *1,.t on,..
Resolu t ion 

, . , ^_zz^r^r  
R;ver '? ; ,g t  Au lcgy. - i  

t ' r

A great story will end on a Climax, fJa:?}#i":r, 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
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In Offred's gase, 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:

l. 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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The 5 Movie PIot 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 tuming points. (Without tuming 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;v"lo.l

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.

, / r

What is a plot point? swl.dqobidlv vs, cnJ,^ri,..1 chnia eS cn,sloJ.t nany !,1. t f  nc f  f  ̂ { .  v t . . -vc^7 t iA.  eXf  incf  i .an , . , ,  caf  rc .n*  co-S!  o+ Shqrrctes p. }8. . ,
The plot is the sequence of events in ybtir story, in which we rack a.ebaraeter's_pruiiuitola-goal or 'c- 

. -
objective. A ptot point is an ev* ,rt.i".fiil3$ht?r,+#|c,", , ori.n?13.i'RffiB;.oi*I *.r' pto,Irlill
point, the character is either closer to or farther from the goal. :1Iq{..''f,- 5!l'f ,--r-..-,t-,, relcg,,,

+etcloJ,caf p4.pesc" -?|r.,#flt. p;:?,tii:fr':;;:3 *hcr^*
Verv basicallv. when vou're watchins a movie. vou're watchins a character trv to make orosress' o{,.1,- ^"'ocos"nic- tr t I'itta.r 1^1iW {itlzrli"e Recl;fytowardhisorhergoal. ';ii-1;;r;;;i,jx'li/,l'h'.t'n-,r,u is 5cJ,re

retrro*!)
The 5 important movie plot points Lv"'

A.li*1
Not all plot points are created equal. Some plot points are the big turning points that definb the shap e of ( a/fnln

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 imponant? How do they define the shape of the story?
/Adcri^lizeA

You get a sense of the whole in these plot points because they relate back to the story 9""t.\..iilj,f,i^ors

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: i Tr,p ps u)er

1 i;.ili;g ii.ia.n t ii,,:;"^f in',,l aut'k"rin1 "'Ttter."'
a Sl. imPse #ii::Y iTb:'* ellci !^t i o I'^' : ue q u-t s l itrd. 4 "'f tuc 7o

,,, "l) yin e Jri s cp"lrr^*ne,l'*

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-.r_2

i , ,
|  5 t . ,

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

addressed or not (aka how it all shakes out). ji2rdpor nl .o7t uf .LorooiQis..,
cbnvers i .a f i  C&5ca-4e^ 'o - , ,
r J S t e k *  I h e  L n w r ; e  Q t  z v L / l T s  s y

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.

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

"**wlv + Mq tfr""rfrt"i t i' + h o x3 h*,

probably look at how each of them relates to the goal.^ 
.o.""J.;r. ^ | awakcain5... ..lniyti. r1,irr*';oi... <Dr.Vetstg^ cnscele " '

r. rhe rnqiting rasldell ioJ i;li'j:f.itl"";$:t-pri*l:gp.i".ilgprsnJgpepe'r"lrryl rh. yqi.:g:l
protasonist must contend illtfr,tettiiiduLitoiiiiriirdt;,iifi.;._"?ifid'iiiii,h"sta"cei in which i: . ,n [?lit 

^
protagonist will need to form the story eoal.rllf ... caHtnol .auaKeirll lLa^verJ'o^J,.. 1reA,,,
;-t6i;4L;t,if-". rwl2eiolilrJ^.redivz co1,,;iticss1..L./.i V iae lh totietf ne*J,i Ine--t lnpa.tt (yril*1i"n,.,fu
2.BytheBreakIntoAct2,h"4q1$pnli.l,ii"Sl5.1r&9^Ff.rlrygoalisestablished,whichthe getslir<,t,upj..
protagonist believes will address the problem/oilportunity. It's his preferred or only solution to the - (oll j lc.r- 0 t

problem. ,,.- a{fu| llwcsu-? po.,e,, ots4gxt;oa...rh".rrt;frry*1i..9 ^*l:t,,!!Z:::::. 
"f *t'orr,i*,-- 

"'^'"f;Eiint3. The Midpoint raises r}re stakes and/-or crqates greater oppcisition.til aqflieving the story goal, and as a
result inlects 

".*?f$i'j;;; 
riih'tu" {t:e stuc 2rTvit4c ' : 't"iff*.fi1'g'#ir{3,ta-ifl'.ton 

rr,Jr'.ua"a. 
';}f[Li,.rr-

fflr, "+ Mo^ -drf.,1,..f;t::ory 
ano sometrme::flil;tls 

"r-r^ "ss/- #," 6]a oi,Jctt
4. The Break Inio Act 3 shows the protagonist's new\'growth"'way of gddressirlg th-e'proUt.rn"lfrfri5, 

':.- 
+ 1," .

that he or she has been through rhe rransformative sy"ptlpf lbil.Tpfl. +i3tr!tr'r',!":?2i2^&A::l{iii,lri!. j{q
5. rhe crimax shows wherher th" ,"., ,,f"thi'.'ilfflrfftitfii;i.lffi;tt:#;;;*"u, 

t <Ls|;^t o(re'rcr"
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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 urkr 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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