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There are various ways in which a writer can make a narrative moredramatic, dynamic, and engrossing. To this end, ENHANCING THETALE concentrates on those methods and devices that Story has thatcan improve how a narrative is able to work more effectively. Forexample, setting a time limit on the action task, establishing a theme,making use of a sub-plot or creating an image system. It should bestressed that these aspects of Story are always part of the fabric ofthe tale, and never, as it were, ‘added on’. However, as the tale isbeing constructed and redrafted, certain key moments can befocused on and enhanced. Many writers, for example, often say thatit is only after finishing the first draft that the theme is revealed –and that’s when the writer can go back and finds ways of making thestory values clearer.
Hook, Back Story and Prologue looks at the importance of the initial‘hook’ of the tale, how back story can give depth to your character,plus some examples of the use of prologues in stories. PAGE 4
Turning Points explores what you might call the ‘gear changes’ in astory, namely plot twists and surprises. This chapter specifically looksat recognitions, realisations, self-understandings, plus thoseunexpected changes to the opposite that seem to happen so often inthrillers and mystery tales. PAGE 26
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The Ticking Clock takes a look at the use of deadlines and literalticking clocks in stories, plus how trains and the countdown to NewYear can both act as ‘clocks’ in a tale. PAGE 47
Sub-plots: Types and Functions explores the different types of sub-plots, their relationship to the main plot and how they functionwithin a story. PAGE 66
The Art of the Sub-plot: HAMLET, THE SHAWSHANK REDEMPTIONand THELMA & LOUISE considers in detail the sub-plots in WilliamShakespeare’s HAMLET and Stephen King’s THE SHAWSHANKREDEMPTION. PAGE 81
Theme, Values and Axis of Conflict considers Story theme as well asthe controlling values of the tale and the axis of conflict that isbrought about by the action of the drama. PAGE 97
Story Dynamics, Pacing and Rhythms explores the importance ofchanging the dynamics of narrative, plus the ways this can beachieved, for example, comic relief and musical interludes. PAGE 112
Progressive Complications, No Escape and Inexorability considersthe importance of the growing momentum and jeopardy in anarrative. PAGE 126
The MacGuffin, The Dramatic Gap looks at the idea of the‘MacGuffin’, the object, often of unexplained significance, that is the‘want’ of the protagonist. This chapter also looks at what story guruscall the ‘dramatic gap’, meaning the difference between expectationand result. PAGE 144
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Set-ups and Pay-offs examines the skills and techniques of setting upand then paying off story moments. PAGE 149
Imagery and Symbolism ponders the use of Image Systems orSymbol Webs, where visual metaphors andmotifs are woven intothe fabiric of the narrative. PAGE 169
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Hook, Back Story and Prologue
“In Hollywood one speaks of a school of first act writers. The ‘firstacts’, that is, the beginnings of their stories, are very powerful, butthe rest is disappointing… such stories are top-heavy, and no effortin rewriting can balance them, because no graduation is possible.Television has aggravated this danger by its demand that theviewer be ‘hooked’ at the very first moment. Years ago, thefilmmakers could count on a captive audience in the movietheatres, so they developed their expositions at a more leisurelypace. But today, when a nervous switching to another channel maybring about the demise of the series in the rat (rat) race, theviewers have been conditioned to beginnings that pack a wallop.And the moviemakers, aware that the theatrical films will end upon television, have increasingly speeded up their openings, to thepoint of capturing audience interest before the main title.”Eugene Vale, THE TECHNIQUE OF SCREENPLAY WRITING (1944) Therevised 1972 edition.

The ‘Hook’
LION KING does it with a song. SUNSET BOULEVARD does it

with a dead body floating in a swimming pool. MANHATTAN does it
with a black and white skyline and George Gershwin’s Rhapsody in
Blue. UP does it with a wordless love story in pictures. STAR WARS
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does it with blue title-cards and a big brass score. RAIDERS OF THE
LOST ARK does it with the taking of a precious golden idol. And all in
their own ways are fantastic ‘hooks’ or ‘teasers’.

In fiction, the power of the hook is in the opening line. “It was a
bright cold day in April, and the clocks were striking thirteen.” (1984
by George Orwell). “The past is a foreign country; they do things
differently there.” (THE GO-BETWEEN by L.P. Hartley). “This is my
favourite book in all the world, though I have never read it.” (THE
PRINCESS BRIDE by William Goldman). “It is a truth universally
acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune,
must be in want of a wife.” (PRIDE AND PREJUDICE by Jane Austen).
“Mr and Mrs Dursley of number four, Privet Drive, were proud to say
they were perfectly normal, thank you very much.” (HARRY POTTER
AND THE PHILOSOPHER’S STONE by J.K. Rowling). “All this happened,
more or less.” (SLAUGHTERHOUSE-FIVE by Kurt Vonnegut). Each has
a different technique. There is the strangeness of ‘thirteen’, the
ironic assumption of ‘universally acknowledged’, the colloquialism of
‘thank you very much’, the seeming contradiction of ‘never read it’
and ‘more or less’, plus that fascinating metaphor of the past being
another ‘country’.

A hook at the beginning of your story or narrative offers a
glimpse or snapshot of your character, your world or your theme. It
can be a visual image, an action, a sound, a speech, an idea or just a
still moment in time. But the key is a good hook immediately lets the
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reader know the story’s mood, for it creates an atmosphere, a
feeling and the tone of your tale. Plus, of course, by capturing the
reader’s attention so early, the reader knows from those first words
or that initial image that they’re in safe hands. That said, the hook
can sometimes catch you off-guard. The movie TITANIC is about Rose
and Jack and the sinking of that ship in the Edwardian era, yet the
film opens in the modern day with a deep-ocean research
submersible exploring the sunken wreckage. If all you knew about
the movie was that it was set aboard the R.M.S. Titanic over a
hundred years ago then the footage of the broken vessel on the
ocean floor might well surprise you. Perhaps then this film won’t
turn out to be quite what you expected.

The opening hook can also be expositional. A voice-over tells
us, for example, the strange history of Hill House in THE HAUNTING.
A hook can also indicate to the reader or the audience the greatest
fear or past trauma of a character still haunting their life today. Their
back story, if you will. This is the case in VERTIGO and RED RIVER.
There is also the possibility of a Prologue hook, as in Shakespeare’s
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ROMEO AND JULIET and HENRY V, which can impart some
information about the plot itself and even offer some foreshadowing
of what is to come. In certain stories, especially historical tales, it’s
best to get as much exposition or story information out of the way as
soon as possible. Thrillers often use the device of the news
broadcast, where someone (often a journalist or expert) is seen
doing a piece to camera that establishes the nuts-and-bolts of the
situation. If done well, this can hook the reader or viewer in as to
whatever is happening. Expositional material may also be presented
as sub-titles (or screen-titles or title-cards). Although one of the
golden rules of story craft is ‘Show, Don’t Tell’, sometimes, as in
STAR WARS, on screen text can be a very effective method of dealing
with story information. And this is the case with STAR WARS in the
opening seconds of the movie – with the help, of course, of that
great score by John Williams and a large bucket of popcorn.

In summary then, then hook operates as a kind of ‘overture’ to
your story, setting the mood, the atmosphere or theme. In fact, in an
action movie, the hook is known as the ‘overture scene’. In 007
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movies, this action is sometimes the left over climactic section of
James Bond’s previous mission. In the action caper ENTRAPMENT it is
a complete mini-story of the theft of a painting. Of course, the tone
for your film may be more comic, so perhaps a gag would be more
appropriate. Laughter is a great hook and an excellent example of
this can be found in WAKING NED, which sets a comic mood from the
very start. The wife has gone to the kitchen to bring the husband
some ice cream. The husband then begins to get excited back in the
living room as he watches on the television the numbers being called
out in the lottery. After the six numbers have been announced he
suddenly becomes very excited indeed. The wife immediately enters
from the kitchen and asks if they’ve won the lottery. He says no, but
it did make you bring me my ice cream. And this isn’t in any way a
gratuitous gag, for the story is a farce about someone who won the
lottery – and then immediately died of shock.

“Like lightning. So sharp, fierce and bright it blinded. And it’s thatflash where I must begin my story. I couldn’t tell at first where itcame from… except I knew, somehow, it wasn’t the sky…”The opening lines of THE TIME THAT NEVER WAS, the first in theSWIDGERS book series
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‘Most epic poets plunge in medias res(Horace makes this the heroic turnpike road),And then your hero tells when’er you pleaseWhat went before by way of episode,While seated after dinner at his ease,Beside his mistress in some soft abode,Palace, or garden, paradise, or cavern,Which serves the happy couple for a tavern.’Lord Byron, DON JUAN
In Medias Res

The phrase in medias res translates as ‘in the middle of things’
or ‘in the middle of the action’. This can have two applications in
storytelling. First, it can simply mean starting the story in the middle
of some sort of event or ongoing action. For example, the waking up
sequence in FOUR WEDDINGS AND A FUNERAL, or the disfiguring of
Delilah Fitzgerald’s face with a knife in UNFORGIVEN. Second, in
medias res can mean having a plot structure where you open your
narrative in, as it were, in the middle of the story in terms of its time
sequence. This needn’t be in the exact middle of your tale, just later
than what will be revealed to be the story’s action. For example, the
crisis point or the moment where the protagonist has an impossible
choice to make. The structure of the story then via a flashback or
some other narrative methods, goes back to where the tale began in
terms of the inciting incident and so on. The time sequence maybe
out of order, and so some indication of what will happens ends up
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being given away, however, having the crisis moment at the top of
your movie or on the opening page of your book can be a very
dramatic way of hooking in the viewer or reader. And, of course, the
hook raises curiosity as to how the character got himself into all that
trouble in the first place, which then propels the reader or viewer
forward into the narrative of the tale itself.

This second type of in medias res is a classic trope of the film
noir genre, for example, DOUBLE INDEMNITY, SUNSET BLVD. and
FAREWELL, MY LOVELY. In DOUBLE INDEMNITY, one of the great film
noirs, the movie opens with the arrival of a man at his offices who
has been shot and is now clearly dying. In SUNSET BLVD., a variation
on the film noir with a famous actress as the femme fatale, the
protagonist who is telling the story is already dead and floating in the
swimming pool of a Hollywood mansion. CASINO and GOODFELLAS
are also examples of this structural technique of in medias res.

Homer’s ODYSSEY is a classic example of in medias res, in the
sense in that the poem begins very late in Odysseus’ story, almost in
fact at its end. The way the plotting works is that it’s only after
Odysseus escapes Calypso island via a boat and later finds himself
washed up on the shores of Phaeachia that his ten year journey is
revealed. Once he arrives at the court of the King and Queen of
Phaeachia, Odysseus is soon recognised. Odysseus then
acknowledges who he is and begins to tell his story. In fact, the
whole action of the poem takes only a matter of a couple of weeks in
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terms of its plot, for it’s through the telling of his tale at the court of
Phaeachia that Odysseus’ ten years of journeying is actually revealed.
You could argue then that Odyssey narration at the court is the
earliest – and longest – ‘flashback’ in the history of storytelling.

Some more thoughts on in medias res…
“Homer doesn’t begin The Trojan War with Leda’s twin eggs: healways rushes toward the outcome, and he carries the listeneralong with him into the middle of things, just as if they werefamiliar.”Horace
“I’ll tell you my story in a way you can understand, with abeginning, a middle and an end. We’ll start in the middle.”Professor Paradox, BEN 10: ALIEN FORCE

“We all – in the end – die in medias res. In the middle of a story. Ofmany stories.”Mona Simpson, American novelist
ELTON POPE: That wasn’t the first time I met the Doctor, and itcertainly wasn’t the last. Oh no. I just put that at the beginningbecause it’s a brilliant opening.”From the DOCTOR WHO episode Love and Monsters written byRussell T. Davies
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“In the writer’s mind, even a back story has a back story.”Terry a O’Neal

Back Story
Thirty years ago, the term ‘back story’ (or sometimes ‘back-

story’ or ‘backstory’) would have been known only to story theorists
and those who attended their lectures, but now it’s a phrase in
everyday use across all media and even in adverts. In its widest sense
back story simply means all the things that have happened to a
character before we first see or read about that person in a film or
story. In practice, however, there is usually some trauma or haunting
incident from the character’s past that still troubles them. In fact,
one particular story guru, John Truby, prefers to call this aspect of
Story the ‘Ghost’, but whatever you want to call it, the back story is
essentially the emotional open wound of hurt that comes from
somewhere in the character’s history. A classic haunting of a
character’s psyche is the idea they caused the death of the one they
loved or with whom they worked closely. This conceit featured, for
example, in WHO FRAMED ROGER RABBIT and THE HUSTLER.
Sometimes whatever it was that occurred in the past can be the
cause of a character’s present psychological or moral needs, but not
always. However, there’s many a character’s psychology or morality
that is never explained. There’s no emotional back story, for
example, to say why Phil in GROUNDHOG DAY is so grumpy. It’s just
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the way he is, though we can perhaps guess he wanted more out of
life than being a weatherman on a local news network.

Back story can also be used as a turning point in the story,
particularly if it involves recognition or the uncovering of a secret. A
classic example of this is the slapping scene in CHINATOWN, where a
case of incest is revealed. Motivation can also be connected to back
story. In ONCE UPON A TIME IN THE WEST it’s only at the moment
when ‘Harmonica’, as he is called, kills the gang leader Frank (Henry
Fonda) that Frank and the audience realise that Harmonica’s
motivation was in his back story. You see, when a boy, it was Frank
who killed Hermonica’s brother in a cruel and horrible way. Frank put
a noose round the brother’s neck and placed his feet on the ever
weakening shoulders of his little brother, who, it is revealed through
the harmonica itself and the player’s memories, was Harmonica.

But be warned, putting in a traumatic back story simply to
explain away some sort of strange behaviour in a character can result
in very sloppy writing. A crass one-line comment about a difficult
childhood is a lazy way of explaining a seemingly inexplicable action
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or motivation. And be warned too that putting in too much back
story can undermine character. Do we really need to know all about
007’s childhood or what made him a killer? He is what he is, pure
Freudian Id according to some, and so shouldn’t we just leave it as
that and let him get on with killing the baddies, saving the world and
having inordinate amounts of rumpy-pumpy?

In time travel stories, of course, the back story, though it
happened in the past, can be altered. BACK TO THE FUTURE ends, for
example, with a much better family situation than the dysfunctional
one we witnessed at the beginning. This change is the result of Marty
going back in time and altering the timepath of his mother and
father. FIELD OF DREAMS though not a time travel story does have
the father coming back as a kind of ghost come time traveller and in
so doing helps both son and father to a redemptions – If you build it,
he will come… Ease his pain.
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“We don’t care about the hero’s state ‘before the story began,’ andwe didn’t miss hearing how he felt or feels about himself before hevouchsafed the information. If we are to identify with the Hero,which is to say, to see her story as our own, she can have had no‘state’ before the beginning of the story. For our journey to be herjourney, it must begin at the same time.”David Mamet

“What is the difference in being alone with another and being aloneby one’s self?”Henrik Ibsen

The Modern Malaise
A word here about Henrik Ibsen. There are few dramatists who

have used back story so effectively as that particular Norwegian
playwright, so perhaps it might be useful to take a few moments to
look at some of his ideas.

It could be said that Ibsen essentially built his entire career on
dramas constructed around a character’s past, a past which often
included a hidden history. Perhaps a forged document, or an affair or
a medical record involving syphilis. And in connection to whatever it
is that is hidden, there is often a moral or social dilemma around the
revelation of that secret.
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But Ibsen’s use of the back story goes beyond mere dramatic

effect, for the idea of ‘The Ghost’ was central to his thinking,
philosophy and psychology. Ibsen was a man living in what you might
call the dawn of our modern world, but for Ibsen that world had a
dark and melancholic underbelly. In a poem to a friend the dramatist
compares the modern way of life to a journey across the sea:

“And yet — out on the open seasHalf-way between our homeland and our end stationIt seems like our speed is slowingAs if all our impertinence was stolen from usCrew and passengers, men, and womenWalk about with clouded eyes, downturned smilesThey collapse, brood, ponder, listenIn poor man’s cabins and luxury cabins(A voice tells the passengers:)‘I believe we are sailing with a corpse in the cargo bed.’”
The emerging modern world for Ibsen certainly offers the

speed and safely of a big ship, yet the people on it walk around, as
the poem says, with ‘downturned smiles’. Unhappiness and
melancholia abound. And that corpse is more than a mere wound,
it’s something bigger. For Ibsen there’s something corrupting and
rotting right at the heart of our modern psyche. And the crisis and
malaise of the modern era is so entrenched in today’s thinking that a
back story to explain that crisis or malaise is not even necessary.
Modern living and modernism itself gives us our melancholia,
particularly among men. Which you might argue in part explains the
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unhappy disposition of Phil in GROUNDHOG DAY, plus the endless
parade of men in ‘masculine crisis’ stories in the twentieth century.
Think here of the plays of David Mamet and Arthur Miller.

Anyway, whatever the line ‘sailing with a corpse in the cargo’ in
Ibsen’s poem was meant to mean, it has now being picked up as a
poetic way of expressing the idea of ‘The Ghost’ in a character’s
haunting ‘back story’ of Story theory.

“It is the very mark of the spirit of rebellion to crave for happinessin this life. What right have we human beings to happiness? Wehave simply to do our duty, Mrs. Alving! And your duty was to holdfirmly to the man you had once chosen, and to whom you werebound by the holiest ties.”Manders in Henrik Ibsen’s GHOSTS

“My name Is not Oswald! It’s Penguin. I am not a human being! Iam an animal!”‘The Penguin’ in Tim Burton’s BATMAN RETURNS

The Origin Story
There are specific types of back story that really should be

called ‘The Origin Story’. Many examples of origin stories can be
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found in comic books, where characters such as The Penguin or The
Joker are given narratives that explain how they came to be as they
are. This concept also applies to how superheroes such as The X-Men
came to develop their special gifts or powers, plus fantasy tales that
even have their ownmythos as to how the Universe came into being.
“My whole life, I felt like an animal. I ignored my instincts. I ignoredwhat I really am. And that won’t ever happen again.”James ‘Logan’ Howlett / Wolverine

More thoughts on Back Story and the Origin Story…
“Be careful of thinking you know a person so well. Like comicbooks, everyone has an origin story… and oftentimes it ain’tpretty.”H.L. Sudler

“I don’t think we need to know. Anybody think we need to? Whatyou’re talking about is what the illiterate call the back story. Youdon’t need it. Remember the model of the drama is the dirty joke.This joke begins: ‘A travelling salesman stops at a farmer’s door’ ….Does the protagonist have to explain why?”
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David Mamet, ON DIRECTING FILM

“The most important things to remember about back story are that(a) everyone has a history and (b) most of it isn’t very interesting.Stick to the parts that are, and don’t get carried away with therest.”Stephen King, ON WRITING
“Back story is like a flavour you can’t quite pick, lurking in thelayers of a curry. You know it’s there and it enhances the flavour,but it’s intangible and fleeting. Use it sparingly!”Sandy Vaile

“Life stories are best received in bars, and only then an hour or sobefore closing time, and if you are buying.”Stephen King in ON WRITING: A MEMOIR OF THE CRAFT
“Every story needs some sort of secret that impels it forward.Otherwise why would the reader bother to keep on turning thepages?”Deb Loughead



20

THE SWIDGERS – The Back Story
Back story then, in psychological terms, is an open wound of

hurt from some past event or encounter. But what happens when
your lead character is a teenage boy, as in the Time Adventure book
series THE SWIDGERS? When you’re dealing with a teenage boy, it
can be difficult to create a meaningful back story in this sense of a
past hurt or trauma. William is still very young after all. That said,
William, like many characters in children’s literature, is an orphan
with a strong sense of not being wanted. Which is most definitely a
wound of hurt. And it’s this back story of William that connects to
both his psychological and moral needs in that his feeling of
abandonment has, at least in part, fed into his loneliness and
unwillingness to engage.

It’s revealed early on that William came from a Romanian
orphanage, but then, after he was taken in back to England, his
adoptive mother suddenly died. And perhaps he feels some sort of
guilt because of that. However, the true nature of his lineage, the
mystery of his history and the reason both his mothers died, both
the natural mother and the one who adopted him, are not fully
uncovered until book three, THE TIME OF YESTERDAY’S RETURN.
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That then is the psychological side of William’s back story, but

in THE SWIDGERS there’s another sort of back story too. A Cosmic
back story, for in THE SWIDGERS, the cosmos has its own origin story
or creation myth. And thatmythos is the subject of Echo’s enigmatic
late night tale on the Dungeness beach. And at the heart of that
mythos (the Greek word for ‘Story’) is what Granny had been hinting
at when, at her first meeting with William, she talked about Time
itself being “out of joint”.
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So then, on that visit to Dungeness, and under a starry sky,

Echo tells William the Swidger fable of The Universe and its Dream.
The Universe, Echo says, was dreaming it was a real Universe and
then suddenly woke up to find that it was. And that made it shake in
fear:

‘One night, long ago, after a dog-weary day, perhapson an evening such as this, the Universe was fastasleep. Dreaming. And what was its fantasy? It wasdreaming it had become a real Universe. Oh, suchhappy thoughts. But then the Universe was shakenfrom its sleep. Something disturbing had frightened it.The Universe slowly began to open its eyes. ‘Oh my,’ itsaid, suddenly seeing the deep blackness of the night,‘it was only meant to be a dream.’ The Universe thenshuddered for that night sky was now as real as realcan be. And cold. And lonely. And lost. Oh, if only itcould go back to its dream, thought the Universe, ithad been such a happy dream where all was good andpure and in its place. So that’s what the Universe triedto do. Remember its dream. But somehow it wasalways just out of reach. But, William Arthur, ourUniverse never gave up. It’s still hoping, one day, todream its dream again. If Time will allow. And when itdoes, all will be well once more.‘You see, that is what we are, young Swidger,’ Echowhispers to William, ‘the hope of a dream in a world, asad world, that awoke too soon.’
Just a silly story, thinks William at first, but much later in the

story, William comes to appreciate the importance of the Swidger



23
creation myth of The Universe and its Dream. The Swidgers very own
Origin Story, if you will.

‘The Time is out of joint,’ she whispered, half to herself, her voicequivering. ‘A young prince once said that in an old story, cursing theworld that he’d been born to set it right. But Swidgers,’ she added,her tone now more assured, ‘we don’t curse what we do, we relishit!’The Time is out of joint.I had no idea what it meant, yet the day would come when I did.And never would I see the universe in the same way again.From THE TIME THAT NEVER WAS
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‘Once upon a time, in a faraway land, a young Prince lived in ashining castle. Although he had everything his heart desired, thePrince was spoiled, selfish, and unkind. But then, one winter’s night,an old beggar woman came to the castle and offered him a singlerose in return for shelter from the bitter cold…’The beginning of the Prologue from BEAUTY AND THE BEAST

Prologue
Occasionally a prologue will tell you the back story, plus

function as a great hook. This is the case in Disney’s BEAUTY AND
THE BEAST, where the back story is told by an actual narrator who
fills you in on the nature of the arrogant Prince and what brought
about his magical transformation into the Beast. There are prologue
back stories as well in the Warner Brothers gangster movie ANGELS
WITH DIRTY FACES, the western RED RIVER, Hitchcock’s mystery
thriller VERTIGO and the action movie CLIFFHANGER. All in their own
way establish or explain the current situation and, in most cases, the
psychological demons the character needs to overcome.

But a prologue can also be a useful way of establishing a
character’s capability as well as their weaknesses. CHARIOTS OF FIRE,
for example, shows in two early sequences the remarkable running
speeds of both protagonists. Then there is the wedding scene in THE
GODFATHER. Strictly speaking the wedding scene at the beginning of
THE GODFATHER is more a first act than a prologue, but the point is
that without it the audience would never know Michael has been a
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soldier and a hero and without that knowledge we might question
his capacity and capability to kill later on.

“All right, fellas. Let’s go and say a prayer for a boy who couldn’trun as fast as I could.”Father Jerry in ANGELS WITH DIRTY FACES
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Turning Points
“In the best fiction, plot is not a series of surprises but anincreasingly moving series of recognitions, or moments ofunderstanding.”John Gardner, ON BECOMING A NOVELIST (1983)

Turning Points
An unanticipated discovery. Recognition of someone’s true

nature where the person you thought was your ally is really your foe.
Expecting something to one way, but getting the opposite. New
information or disclosure that brings about surprise, curiosity or
insight. All come under the general heading ‘Turning Points’.

Sid Field happened to call these ‘Pinch Points’, and other terms
that have been used by other story gurus include ‘Focus Points’ and
‘Focal Points’, but essentially they are all the same thing – a key
development in the story which takes the tale in a new direction.
Phrases associated with turning points are, “Well, I wasn’t expecting
that to happen!”, “What a turn-up for the book” plus “Ah! The
double-cross!” In the theatre if the revelation or whatever it is comes
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at the end of an act then that moment is known as the “And…
curtain!” moment because it’s immediately after that line is said that
the front cloth will fall.

Arguably every scene should have a turning point of some sort
that pushes the story forward in a new way, be it negative or
positive. But perhaps, as Stephen Jeffreys argues in his book
PLAYWRITING: STRUCTURE, CHARACTER, HOW ANDWHAT TO
WRITE, turning point is too big an idea for it to occur in every single
scene. “I prefer,” writes Jeffreys, “to use the idea that something has
to change, which is for me less restrictive.”

Turning points essentially work as a sort of gear change. And in
a story with rising action, a turning point always has to take the tale
up a notch. More acute or rising, if you will. Turning points needn’t
be restricted to a single moment. For example, in a sporting story, a
turning point could be a montage sequence of transformation where
across the edited sections someone goes from being slovenly to
match fit. In such cases each short scene in the sequence may have
an incremental improvement or change of some sort.
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All that said, there are some people who regard turning points

as contrivances or even gimmicks. Such moments are, such people
argue, essentially the mechanics of plot – and when a plot is too
mechanical the Story world and the characters within it become less
believable. It’s a fair point but, as ever with Story Craft, it is a matter
of balance.

Some more thoughts on turning points…
“Concentrate your narrative energy on the point of change. This isespecially important for historical fiction. When your character isnew to a place, or things alter around them, that’s the point to stepback and fill in the details of their world.”Hilary Mantel
“All scenes proceed on the basis of action/reaction/action/reactionuntil the moment when they suddenly hit an unexpected reaction:the moment when one character achieves their goal and the otherloses it. That’s what a turning point is.”John Yorke, INTO THE WOODS
“The turning point in the process of growing up is when youdiscover the core of strength within you that survives all hurt.”Max Lerner, American journalist, writer and educator

‘Why do thriller writers make the best lovers? Because they alwaysput in a surprise twist at the end.’A popular joked derived from the ‘The Best Lover’ format
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HARRY: I came here tonight because when you realise you want tospend the rest of your life with somebody, you want the rest of yourlife to start as soon as possible.From WHEN HARRY MET SALLY, directed by Rob Reiner withscreenplay by Nora Ephron
Character Insight

Turning points can involve, of course, a better understanding of
character and the situation they are in. In THE CRYING GAME and
PERSONAL SERVICES there are characters you thought were female
who turn out to be male. In THE CRYING GAME in particular, the
revelation that the lover has the body of a male not a female makes
you rethink everything you have seen and understood so far. Or at
least thought you understood. One of the most famous character
insight turning points is in THE EMPIRE STRIKES BACK when Luke’s
true identity comes to light. Luke, I am your father is what is usually
put forward, but it’s a slight misquote as Darth Vader’s actual line is
“No, I am your father.”

A turning point can come from inside a character, too. Red’s
speech, for example, in THE SHAWSHANK REDEMPTION, where he
seems to insult the parole board, results in his application being
stamped for approved. That’s certainly a plot turning point but it
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comes from Red’s new inner understanding of himself and the
mistakes he made when he was younger.

RED: What do you really want to know? Am I sorry for what I did?1967 PAROLE HEARINGS MAN: Well, are you?RED: There’s not a day goes by I don’t feel regret. Not because I’min here, because you think I should. I look back on the way I wasthen: a young, stupid kid who committed that terrible crime. I wantto talk to him. I want to try to talk some sense to him, tell him theway things are. But I can’t. That kid’s long gone, and this old man isall that’s left. I got to live with that.From THE SHAWSHANK REDEMPTION, directed by Frank Darabont,with screenplay by Frank Darabont based on the Stephen Kingshort novel RITA HAYWORTH AND THE SHAWSHANK REDEMPTION

“A change from ignorance to knowledge, producing love or hatebetween the persons destined by the poet for good or bad fortune.”Anagnorisis as defined by Aristotle in POETICS

Aristotle and Turning Points
Aristotle in POETICS divided plots into what he called ‘simple’

and ‘complex’. In simple plots there is a gradual reversal across the
whole drama, whereas in complex plots there’s a sudden reversal of
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the expected outcome, usually through recognition or discovery, and
it’s that which brings about the change in circumstances.

THE PERSIANS is a drama where it is slowly revealed that they,
the Persians, have lost the war with the Athenians. It’s more a mood
drama than one with plot surprises and twists. And the history of
drama may very well have been different had Aristotle lavished the
same amount of praise on THE PERSIANS as he did on OEDIPUS REX,
which is a play which has very distinct types of turning points.

In OEDIPUS REX, which is most definitely a complex plot in
Aristotle’s terms, there is a sudden revelation that completely
changes the expected outcome. The technical terms here are
anagnorisis (the change from ignorance to knowledge) and
peripeteia (the unexpected turn to the opposite). The Messenger in
OEDIPUS REX believes that he’s bringing good news to Oedipus, but
it’s the opposite. What the Messenger tells Oedipus leads him to the
understanding and knowledge of who he truly is – the son of the
man he killed and the lover of his own mother. And it’s a revelation
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that results in Oedipus blinding himself, which in Greek thought, is a
metaphor for inner death. And so the combination of peripeteia and
anagnorisis result in a change of fortune that in Aristotle’s theory of
tragedy leads to a feeling of catharsis or pity and fear in the
audience.

As a matter of fact, if you read or watch OEDIPUS REX the
moments of peripeteia and anagnorisis are not quite as close
together as Aristotle seems to suggest in POETICS. He’s simply
remembering it wrong, as we all sometimes do. Nevertheless,
Aristotle’s understanding of how the drama works is insightful and
has been incredibly influential in the history of drama.

“A change by which the action veers round to its opposite, subjectalways to our rule of probability or necessity.”Peripeteia as defined by Aristotle in POETICS
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MARTIN VAIL: So there never... there never was a Roy?ROY: Jesus Christ, Marty. If that’s what you think, I am disappointedin you, I don’t mind telling you. There never was an Aaron...counsellor! Come on, Marty! I thought you had it figured, there atthe end. The way you put me on the stand like that?From PRIMAL FEAR, directed by Gregory Hoblit with screenplay bySteve Shagan and Ann Biderman based on the novel by WilliamDieh
From Ignorance to Knowledge

There is often a moment of realisation in a story when a
character discovers that someone they thought they knew well is not
what they seemed or said they were at all. A classic example of this is
in Charles Dickens’ GREAT EXPECTATIONS where Pip believed his
benefactor to be Miss Havisham but it turns out to be the convict
Magwitch. And most Harry Potter stories have a character who, at an
important point in the plot, is revealed to be something other than
they originally appeared. It turns out the twitching and stammering
Professor Quirrell has been wearing a turban to conceal the fact that
he allowed himself to be possessed by Voldemort. ‘Mad-Eye’ Moody
is revealed to be Barty Crouch Jr., a Death Eater formerly presumed
dead, Ron’s rat Scabbers is really Peter Pettigrew and Tom Riddle is
discovered to be Lord Voldemort, the Heir of Slytherin himself.

Then there’s that oft repeated plot in court room dramas
where the person the defence lawyer believes is innocent, and who
they are trying to get acquitted, turns out to be guilty after all. It’s a
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story trope that you’ll find in PRIMAL FEAR, THE MUSIC BOX, JAGGED
EDGE and, to a degree, THE LAST VERMEER. And the move from
ignorance to knowledge is all the more powerful dramatically if some
sort of emotional attachment has developed between the accused
and the defending lawyer. In THE MUSIC BOX (1989), that emotional
relationship is between father and daughter, and in JAGGED EDGE
(1985) the accused and the defence lawyer have become lovers.
Both were successful movies, both essentially had the same big
twixt, and, perhaps not coincidentally, both were written by the
same man, József (Joe) Eszterhás.

THE SPY WHO CAME IN FROM THE COLD (1963) by John le
Carré, though it was written much earlier, could be said to be a
variation on this big twist plot format in that in this Cold War drama
the aggressive prosecuting lawyer turns out to be a spy himself, and
even helps the defendant try to escape. A more recent working of
this plot format might be said to be THE PALE BLUE EYE (2022), an
American mystery thriller film written and directed by Scott Cooper,
adapted from the 2003 novel of the same name by Louis Bayard.

THOMAS KRASNY: Don’t you understand what he did? He did theidentical crime eighteen months before he murdered his wife! Heknew it would get him off the hook! He knew Bobby Slade wasseeing his wife! That’s why he did the first crime in Santa Cruz! Hethrew us Bobby Slade as a suspect! He picked that woman verycarefully! He knew she played tennis with Slade! He planned this for
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eighteen months! He is not a psychopath! He is a iceman. He is amonster.From JAGGED EDGE, directed by Richard Marquand with screenplayby Joe Eszterhas

MAN: Ma, they’re bringing Tom home.MA: They are? When?MAN: Right now. He’s on his way.MA: ls he all right?MAN: He must be. They wouldn’t be bringing him home.MA: lt’s wonderful. l’ll get his room ready. l knew my baby wouldcome home.From PUBLIC ENEMY directed by William A. Wellman and writtenby Kubec Glasmon, John Bright, and Harvey F. Thew

The Change to the Opposite of the Expected Outcome
The change to the opposite of the expected outcome can be an

effective moment in drama from any era. In PUBLIC ENEMY, made in
1931, the mother of the kidnapped gangster Tom Powers (James
Cagney) gets a phone call saying that her son is coming home and
dances for joy when she hears a knock at the front door. Yet when
she opens the door, yes it is her son and he’s come home… but he’s
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wrapped in bandages and falls dead to the floor. Joy to despair in
one moment. Even Sophocles never quite managed that.

And such a change to the opposite of the expected outcome is
not limited to serious drama, for it can be an important element in
comedy as well. There’s a great scene in WHEN HARRY MET SALLY
where Harry and Sally believe that each of their best friends would
make perfect partners for the other. Sally’s friend Marie for Harry,
Harry’s pal Jess for Sally. But on a double date, it’s Jess and Marie
who immediately hit it off in seconds. A most definite opposite to
expected outcome.

There’s an opposite outcome to that which was expected early
in HARRY POTTER AND THE PHILOSOPHER’S STONE. Harry Potter
thinks he’s in trouble after his first experience on a broomstick: ‘Now
he’d done it. He hadn’t last two weeks. He’d be packing his bags in
ten minutes.’ Harry is marched away by Professor McGonagall, but
instead of being expelled, he’s taken to meet fellow student Oliver
Wood. McGonagall then tells Wood, “I’ve found you a Seeker. The
boy’s a natural. I’ve never seen anything like it.” From being expelled



37
to potential Quidditch hero. It’s a great turnaround but one that
works so well dramatically precisely because it’s so totally
unexpected.

In HAMLET there’s a famous turnabout to the opposite when
Polonius is caught in his own trap. As Hamlet remarks, “’tis the sport
to have the engineer / Hoist with his own petard”, meaning ‘blown
up with his own bomb’. Polonius has hidden himself behind a curtain
expecting to hear something to his advantage, only Hamlet notices a
slight kerfuffle behind the arras and so stabs the figure, believing
Polonius to be the King. Unexpected outcomes all round, but the
worst is for poor Polonius who ends up slain. And to become ‘hoist
by your own petard’ has become a well used turning point in many
stories over the years. In Disney’s PETE’S DRAGON, Dr Terminus (Jim
Dale) gets his foot trapped in a rope tied to a harpoon he meant for
the dragon. In the action thriller THE HUNT FOR RED OCTOBER, the
torpedo launched to destroy the deserting Russian submarine ends
up blowing the very submarine that sent it. Irony, therefore,
becomes a key aspect of any blown-up-by-your-own-bomb turning
point.

HAMLET: There’s letters seal’d: and my two schoolfellows,Whom I will trust as I will adders fang’d,They bear the mandate; they must sweep my way,And marshal me to knavery. Let it work;For ‘tis the sport to have the engineer
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Hoist with his own petard: and ‘t shall go hardBut I will delve one yard below their mines,And blow them at the moon: O, ‘tis most sweet,When in one line two crafts directly meet.This man shall set me packing:I’ll lug the guts into the neighbour room.From William Shakespeare’s HAMLET

HARRY ANGEL: [sobbing] I know who I am!LOUIS CYPHERE: That’s it Johnny... take a good look... No matterhow cleverly you sneak up on a mirror, your reflection always looksyou straight in the eye.HARRY ANGEL: [seeing his reflection] I know who I am! I know whoI AM!From ANGEL HEART, directed and written by Alan Parker, based onthe novel FALLING ANGEL William Hjortsberg

Irony and Turning Points
Ironic turning points can be especially effective dramatically.

Oedipus, of course, famously sets out to find the cause of the plague
in Thebes and discovers it is himself. OEDIPUS REX is arguably
drama’s first whodunit. And ANGEL HEART is a modern detective
story where the detective is tasked with finding someone who turns
out to be himself. In fact many turning points involve an ironic
inverse. In Disney’s ALADDIN, for example, the villain does indeed
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get to become a genie, but he doesn’t realise that will also mean he
will have to live inside that bottle. From absolute power to complete
entrapment in the same action.

The twist in THE CABINET OF DR CALIGARI is that the man
telling his story in flashback, Francis, turns out to be an inmate of a
mental asylum. A modern movie that uses a similar ironic twist is
SHUTTER ISLAND. And both, of course, are examples of an unreliable
narrator within the narrative itself.

JAFAR: The universe is mine to command! To control!ALADDIN: Not so fast, Jafar! Aren’t you forgetting something?JAFAR: Huh?ALADDIN: You wanted to be a genie? You got it![cufflinks form on Jafar’s wrists]JAFAR: What?ALADDIN: And everything that goes with it.[Aladdin holds up a black genie lamp, which then sucks Jafar into it]JAFAR: No! No!From ALADDIN, directed by Ron Clements and John Musker, withoriginal screenplay by Ron Clements, John Musker and Ted Elliott
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FRANCIS: You all think I’m insane-! it isn’t true - it’s the directorwho’s insane! - He is Caligari... Caligari... Caligari!From THE CABINET OF DR CALIGARI, directed by Robert Wiene andwritten by Carl Mayer and Hans Janowitz

Reversing the Reversal
Reversing the reversal is what happens when what you thought

was the reversal is itself then reversed. The biggest cliché here is that
moment in a story when what you have been reading or watching
turns out to have been all a dream. But often that dream is then
itself reversed. What often happens is that the person waking up
from sleep enters what they think is their waking reality, only then
they suddenly wake up again, for that supposed reality also turns out
to have been a dream. You’ll find plot moments like this in movies
such as THE FLY, DEAD OF NIGHT, DEVIL’S ADVOCATE, and BRAZIL.
And of course, the Nightmare on Elm Street series uses this trick ad
infinitum.

Sometimes though reversing the reversal is just an extra twist,
or the more specifically the real twist. Verbal in THE USUAL
SUSPECTS refuses to accept the guilt of Keaton, only then he admits
he was wrong: “It was all Keaton. Keaton was Keyser Söze.” You think
you now know it all but then comes the true twist reversing that
reversal. In THE DISAPPEARANCE OF ALICE CREED there are so many
twists, double-crosses and reversing of the reversals that it’s
sometimes hard to keep up. And although there are unexpected, THE
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DISAPPEARANCE OF ALICE CREED could be said to be an example of a
movie where the twists, though well plotted, raise questions over
character credibility and consistency.

A word here about apparent defeat followed by unexpected
victory, which is a variation on reversing the reversal. Apparent
defeat to unexpected victory is popular in sports stories. For
example, early in the movie CINDERELLA MAN the boxer James J.
Braddock spots a flaw in his opponent, Max Baer, but he knows he
has to be near defeat to use it. And when he does, it floors Baer and
so from seeming defeat Max Baer finds victory. It’s a moment which
turns on a sixpence and is more powerful because of that.

A Cinderella story with an apparent defeat followed by an
unexpected victory can be found in MRS. HARRIS GOES TO PARIS.
The prized dress Mrs Harris bought in Paris is accidentally burnt
(apparent defeat) when it is lent out to a friend. But as it was a
Christian Dior gown, the story of the burning dress is featured in the
newspapers and images even reach Paris. It’s after reading this news
item in the Paris press, the Dior team decide to send to Mrs. Harris
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the dress she always truly wanted (unexpected victory). And this she
wears at the local dance, where she wins her ‘prince’. It’s a fine
example of William Goldman’s famous adage, “Give the audience
what they want, but not in the way they expect it.”

VERBAL: After that my guess is that you will never hear from himagain. The greatest trick the devil ever pulled was convincing theworld he did not exist. And like that... he is gone.”THE USUAL SUSPECTS (1995) was directed by Bryan Singer with ascreenplay by Christopher McQuarrie

“Someone in this camp ain’t what he appears to be.”MacReady in THE THING (1982), directed by John Carpenter withscreenplay by Bill Lancaster based on a story byJohn W. Campbell Jr.
Means and Ways of Recognition

The recognition of someone’s true nature or identity can be
done in many ways – by tokens, by declaration (with or without
motivation), by memory and recall, and by deduction or inference.
Tokens are the most used, but arguably, as Aristotle points out in
POETICS, the least artistic. Tokens can range from the congenital,
meaning something that was there from birth, to the acquired, for
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example, a scar or something more external such as jewellery, as in
the Hitchcock movie VERTIGO.

Recognition from memory works well when that which triggers
memory has been set up before hand or is there in plain sight. An
example of this is in RAIN MAN where the Tom Cruise character,
Charlie Babbitt, realises his childhood friend ‘Raymond’ was really
‘Rain Man’, who he’d thought for most of his adult life was an
imaginary character.

Recognition through deduction is often the most dramatically
rewarding, and is, of course, essentially the action of the detective
story or mystery thriller. For example, Sam Spade (Humphrey
Bogart), the private eye in THE MALTESE FALCON, works out late on
in the movie that it was the femme fatale, Brigid O’Shaughnessy
(Mary Astor), who killed his partner Miles Archer:

Miles hadn’t many brains, but he had too many years ofexperience as a detective to be caught like that, by a man hewas shadowing, up a blind alley, with his gun tucked away inhis hip and his overcoat buttoned. But he would have goneup there with you, Angel. He was just dumb enough for that.
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He’d have looked you up and down and licked his lips andgone, grinning from ear to ear.
Sometimes recognition can happen when characters give

themselves away. In THE GODFATHER II, Fredo at the sex show
pretends he’s never met Johnny Ola, Hyman Roth’s right-hand man,
but it’s clear from his remarks later on that he has met him before
and, Michael then realises, was the traitor who betrayed the family –
“I know it was you, Fredo. You broke my heart. You broke my heart!”
In THE ADVENTURES OF ROBIN HOOD (1938) it’s his own vanity that
essentially gives away the identity of the disguised hero. Robin Hood
(Errol Flynn), masquerading as someone else, can’t stop himself from
showing off and being the best in the archery completion. And it’s
from this action that the Sheriff works out the man could be no one
but Robin Hood.

The key for any plot turning point where there is a recognition
of someone’s true nature or identity is that the method of revealing
should ideally be original. That’s certainly the case in the alien
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suspense thriller THE THING. MacReady (Kurt Russell) has worked
out that the creature does not like high temperatures and that this is
likely to be the case for every cell in its makeup:

MACREADY: We’re gonna draw a little bit of everybody’sblood... ’cause we’re gonna find out who’s The Thing.Watchin’ Norris in there gave me the idea that... maybeevery part of him was a whole, every little piece was anindividual animal with a built-in desire to protect its ownlife. Ya see, when a man bleeds, it’s just tissue, but bloodfrom one of you Things won’t obey when it’s attacked. It’lltry and survive... crawl away from a hot needle, say.
Well, there is someone in the group who is The Thing. And the

hot needle on their blood sample is a great scene, with much
suspense and ultimately horror and terror.

SMILER GROGAN: Look, there’s this dough see. There’s all thisdough. Three hundred and fifty G’s! Do you hear what I’m saying?Three hundred and fifty G’s! In the park. Rosita. Rosita Beach StatePark. Just south of Daygo in Santa Rosita. It’s in this box, buriedunder this... [coughing] this... buried under this big W. You’ll see it!You’ll see it under this big W. You can’t miss it! A big, big, W! Andit’s been there. And it’s been laying there for fifteen years!From IT’S A MAD MAD MAD MAD WORLD, directed by StanleyKramer and written by William Rose and Tania Rose
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“The butler did it!”Not from Mary Roberts Rinehart’s 1930 novel, THE DOOR, but oftenassociated with it as the butler in that plot indeed did do it!

‘The Big Twist’
Sometimes the twist at the end is the best thing about certain

stories. Or at least the most memorable. Think THE SIXTH SENSE, THE
MOUSETRAP, MEMENTO, THE AWAKENING, THE OTHERS,
BEAUTIFUL MIND, THE PLANET OF THE APES, THE STING, THE BOY IN
THE STRIPED PYJAMAS, THE CABIN IN THE WOODS, THE ORPHAN,
GONE GIRL, ANGEL HEART, SEVEN, SHUTTER ISLAND, THE PRESTIGE,
FROM DUSK TILL DAWN… and many more. If you know the tale,
you’ll know the twist and why it has been included here.

GEORGE TAYLOR: Oh my God. I’m back. I’m home. All the time, itwas... We finally really did it. You maniacs! You blew it up! Ah,damn you! God damn you all to hell!From THE PLANET OF THE APES, directed by Franklin J. Schaffner,with screenplay by Michael Wilson and Rod Serling, based on thenovel by Pierre Boull
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The Ticking Clock
“Go to the woods and bring me backOne: the cow as white as milk,Two: the cape as red as blood,Three: the hair as yellow as corn,Four: the slipper as pure as gold.Bring me theseBefore the chimeOf midnight,In three days time,And you shall have,I guarantee,A child as perfectAs child can be.”The Witch in Stephen Sondheim’s and James Lapine’s INTO THEWOODS

The Ticking Clock
A deadline. A time lock. A bomb. A literal ticking clock. All add

time pressure to a story. Phrases associated with the ‘ticking clock’
include “It’s become a race against time!” “Time is running out!”
and, if successful, “Well, we made it in the nick of time!”
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Clocks and deadlines in stories can come in many different

forms and with many different timings. In fairy stories such as
Cinderella, midnight is the classic deadline, whereas in Beauty and
the Beast it is when the last petal falls from the enchanted rose. The
Sleeping Beautymyth also has a clock of sorts and that is the prick of
the finger. A clock or specific time or time limit can also feature in
the title of a tale itself, for example, HIGH NOON, 48 HOURS, THE
NEXT THREE DAYS, CLOCKWISE and DINNER AT EIGHT.

KANE: You know I’ve only got an hour and I’ve got lots to do. Stayat the hotel until it’s over.AMY: No, I won’t be here when it’s over. You’re asking me to waitan hour to find out if I’m going to be a wife or a widow. I say it’s toolong to wait. I won’t do it...I mean it. If you won’t go with me now,I’ll be on that train when it leaves here.KANE: I’ve got to stay.From HIGH NOON, directed by Fred Zinnemann and screenplay byCarl Foreman

“And so I told myself to take that one. Because Father said clocksslay time. He said time is dead as long as it is being clicked off bylittle wheels; only when the clock stops does time come to life. The
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hands were extended, slightly off the horizontal at a faint angle,like a gull tilting into the wind.”William Faulkner, THE SOUND AND THE FURY

Literal Clocks
Stories often feature literal clocks. Indeed ‘The Clock’ can often

become part of the image system of the story. The classic example of
this is HIGH NOON. The plot of HIGH NOON is simple enough.
Marshal Will Kane is preparing to retire and plans to depart that day
for a fresh start in life with his new bride. However, a vicious outlaw
Frank Miller, whom Kane sent to prison, has now been released and
will soon arrive on the noon train. And the outlaw’s gang will be
there to meet him – seeking revenge. Should Marshal Kane leave
with his new wife or stay and do his duty?

The noon train is the deadline but clocks feature pretty much
everywhere in the town. There’s a clock in the barber’s shop, a clock
at the train station, a clock in the wedding area, in Mrs Rameriz hotel
room, in the hotel reception, in the Rameriz’ saloon, in Sam Fuller’s
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house and there’s even a painted clock used as the sign for watch
repairs. The movie is in real time (or thereabouts) and so the clocks
operate as a practical way of showing the approach of noon as well
as being part of the image system.

BACK TO THE FUTURE, not surprisingly as it’s a time travel
movie, also uses a clock motif in itsmise-en-scène. Clocks dominate
in the film’s opening credits, and there’s even one featuring the
silent movie actor Harold Lloyd hanging off the big hand pointing to
eleven o’clock, which foreshadows what actually happens to Doc on
the clock tower towards the end of the lightening action sequence.
And it was the Doc Brown trying to hang a clock in his toilet back in
November 1955 which led to Doc coming up with the idea of the flux
capacitor. And on the movie poster for BACK TO THE FUTURE, which
became one of the iconic images of 1985, you can see Doc Brown
wearing two watches and Marty staring at his watch.

Bombs in action movies tend to have an actual clock
mechanism as part of how they are made. In real life there would
probably be no need for them to be that big or visual, but, well, they
need to be for the tick-down shot. Usually the time clicks away right
to the last second, but in GOLDFINGER (1964), although the bomb
countdown clock was filmed to stop at 0:03, a sharp-eyed editor with
a sense of humour stopped at ‘0:07’, which still gets a big laugh from
audiences. The sharp eared might notice that James Bond does
actually say, “Three more ticks and Mr. Goldfinger would’ve hit the
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jackpot,” but the visual edit with the stopping of the mechanism at
‘007’ was nevertheless kept in.

In J.M. Barrie’s PETER PAN, there is an odd ‘clock’ in the form of
the ticking crocodile. The crocodile once swallowed a clock but its
tick proves useful because when you hear it you know its jaws are
close and so can escape. But there’ll come a time when that
crocodile will become dangerous:

Hook barked petulantly. “I want Peter Pan, who first gavethe brute its taste for me.” He sat down on a largemushroom, and now there was a quiver in his voice.“Smee,” he said huskily, “that crocodile would have had mebefore this, but by a lucky chance it swallowed a clock whichgoes tick tick inside it, and so before it can reach me I hearthe tick and bolt.” He laughed, but in a hollow way.“Some day,” said Smee, “the clock will run down, and thenhe'll get you.” Hook wetted his dry lips. “Ay,” he said, “that'sthe fear that haunts me.”
In the back story it was of course Peter who fed the crocodile

Hook’s arm. In the plot, the crocodile gets his fill not when the clock
runs down, but when Peter gives Hook a final shove. Even so, it
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doesn’t take a genius to realise that the ticking clock and the
crocodile are seen by Hook as Time’s agent of death itself.

“Whether I shall turn out to be the hero of my own life, or whetherthat station will be held by anybody else, these pages must show.To begin my life with the beginning of my life, I record that I wasborn (as I have been informed and believe) on a Friday, at twelveo’clock at night. It was remarked that the clock began to strike, andI began to cry, simultaneously.”Charles Dickens, DAVID COPPERFIELD

GARE DE LEON.There is a hectic, fevered excitement evident in the faces we pass.This is the last train from Paris! The CAMERA STOPS on Rick, who isglancing at his watch, then up at the clock. It is two minutes beforetrain time. Rain is pouring over his head and shoulders, but heseems not to notice. Suddenly Sam appears with an envelopeclasped in his hand.RICK: Where is she? Have you seen her?SAM: No, Mr Richard. I can’t find her. She done checked out of thehotel, Boss. But this here note came just after you left.Rick grabs the letter. He fumbles as he tries to open it. The envelopefights him. At this moment the train pulls into the station. There is ahub-bub among the crowd. Finally Rick gets the envelope open,stares down at the letter – it reads:
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‘Richard: I cannot go with you or ever see you again. You must notask why. Just believe me that I love you. Go, my darling, and Godbless you.’From CASABLANCA, with screenplay by Julius and Philip Epstein,and based on EVERYBODY COMES TO RICK’S, an unproduced stageplay by Murray Burnett and Joan Alison. Director Michael Curtis

Trains
The high noon train famously acts as ‘The Clock’ in HIGH NOON,

but trains and the need to catch them – or indeed avoid them –
operate as time deadlines in many stories. In THE PERILS OF PAULINE
poor Pauline often found herself being tied to a railway track
awaiting the dastardly fate of an on-coming train – but would she be
released in time?

Many plots then use the departure of a train as the story’s
‘clock’. In CASABLANCA there’s the last train from Paris that Rick
must catch, and in BRIEF ENCOUNTER, set in a railway platform
tearoom, there’s Dr Harvey’s final meeting with Laura before the
train comes that will take him away forever. Then there’s the steam
locomotive in BACK TO THE FUTURE III that will hopefully take Marty
back to where he belongs in 1985. Trains and timetables also feature
in CLOCKWISE, THE THIRD MAN, DOUBLE INDEMNITY and VON
RYAN’S EXPRESS. But it’s not just movie thrillers that use trains and
their schedules to add time pressure to the plot. Don’t forget that
soon to depart train in the last act of Chekhov’s THE CHERRY
ORCHARD which puts a time limit on the leaving party.
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“The first step to knowing who we are... is knowing where we areand... when we are.”Brian Stimpson (John Cleese) in CLOCKWISE written byMichael Frayn and directed by Christopher Morahan

“Should auld acquaintance be forgot,And never brought to mind?Should auld acquaintance be forgot,In the days of auld lang syne?For auld lang syne, my dear,For auld lang syne,We’ll tak’ a cup o’kindness yet,For auld lang syne.”Auld Lang Syne, Traditional
New Year’s Eve

New Year’s Eve usually functions in stories more as a time of
psychological transition than an actual deadline. Think of all those
New Year’s Eves where people make resolutions in the hope of
becoming someone other than they are. An obvious example is
BRIDGET JONES’S DIARY. The countdown to the strike of midnight as
one year ends and another begins often offers a tale a great story
moment. It’s as midnight strikes, for example, that the ship is
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overturned by a gigantic wave in THE POSEIDON ADVENTURE. And
it’s on New Year’s Eve and in a snow storm in the action movie
ASSAULT ON PRECINCT 13 (2005) that a prison transport vehicle
carrying a crime boss is diverted to Precinct 13 – and as a result an
unprepared and skeleton staff suddenly face attack from the crime
boss’s gang.

Structurally, New Year’s Eve often acts as a marker in time that
allows a writer to explore ‘before’ and ‘after’. It’s there in BOOGIE
NIGHTS, where the 70s has been a great decade for the adult movie
industry but New Year’s Eve 1979 heralds in the 80s which will prove
to be painful and destructive, especially after one of the characters
shoots themselves. And there’s a before-and-after conceit in Woody
Allen’s RADIO DAYS, where the stars of radio drama celebrate New
Year not knowing due to television that their futures and their status
are about to change. Another new year plot point can be found in
WHILE YOU WERE SLEEPING, where Peter wakes up from his
concussion after New Year’s Eve not knowing who Lucy is and
believing he has amnesia. In Noël Coward’s CAVALCADE, which
begins and ends on New Year’s Eves in 1899 and 1929, New Year is
used more as a framing device, but the sense of a new world to
come on the eve of a new century is very much part of the theme of
the drama.

New Year’s Eve is a time too where love and lust, unrequited or
mutually enjoyed, is suddenly thrown sharply into focus. And in such
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moments passions can become heightened. There’s the attempted
suicide by Norma Desmond on New Year’s Eve in SUNSET BLVD.
which forces Joe to return to her, and it’s on New Year’s Eve in
CINEMA PARADISO that Toto waits to no avail outside of the house
for the girl he loves. It’s at a party on New Year’s Eve with his rugby
teammates that John punches his gay lover (and fellow teammate),
essentially bringing an end to their relationship. On a more cheerful
note, in WHEN HARRY MET SALLY (1989) it’s on New Year’s Eve that
the two lovers realise they are meant for each other, and in CAROL
(2015) it’s on New Year’s Eve that Carol and Therese kiss for the first
time .

There’s a curious time tale movie called REPEAT
PERFORMANCE (1947) where Sheila Page kills her husband on New
Year’s Eve but then wishes she could relive 1946 and so avoid the
mistakes that led to his death. Things do change in her relived life,
but her husband is still killed, only under different circumstances.
The film was remade as TURN BACK THE CLOCK in 1989. Not that
remaking it changed the outcome then, either.
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The joys and celebrations of a New Year’s Eve celebration often
act as contrasting backdrop to personal sorrow or tragedy. In
SHOWBOAT, it’s on New Year’s Eve where Julie is forced to give up
her job, and in THE GODFATHER PART II it’s at a New Year party that
Michael confronts his brother Fredo with the knowledge that it was
Fredo who betrayed the family. SLEEPLESS IN SEATTLE (I993),
LOOKING FOR MR. GOODBAR (1977) and PETER’S FRIENDS (1992)
also all use New Year’s Eve, at least in part, as a backdrop to their
stories.

“We will open the book. Its pages are blank. We are going to putwords on them ourselves. The book is called ‘Opportunity’ and itsfirst chapter is New Year’s Day.Edith Lovejoy Pierce
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“Pity about poor Catherine, though. Tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock,tick-tock.”Hannibal Lecter in SILENCE OF THE LAMBS, directed by JonathanDemme and written by Ted Tally, adapted from Thomas Harris’s1988 novel

Deadlines
In THE USUAL SUSPECTS there are two deadlines. The first is

the two hour bail that has been posted for Roger ‘Verbal’ Kint, and
the second is the Hungarian who survived the fire on the boat and
the police artist drawing from his description a picture of ‘Keyser
Söze’. If the police get the image in time, they will realise that Keyser
Söze and Roger ‘Verbal’ Kint are one and the same person, but if the
two hour bail runs out, then Kint will be free. There are two clocks as
well in BIG. There is the planning meeting deadline and then there is
the departure of the fair – and Josh has the dilemma that he must
choose between the two.

Action adventures tend to have a series of deadlines and clocks
all through the story. This is certainly true for such movies as THE
HUNT FOR RED OCTOBER and INDEPENDENCE DAY, which both
feature either planes or helicopters that are on a deadline, plus
missiles or torpedoes that must hit their target within a certain time
limit. And you’ll find such clocks and deadlines throughout the novels
of Alistair MacLean and Andy McNab.
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The purpose of a deadline or time limit is to put extra pressure

on the protagonists – and most stories have them in one form or
another. In FIELD OF DREAMS it’s the bank’s repossession of the
farm, in TOY STORY it’s Andy’s parents leaving the family home, in
THE SOUND OF MUSIC it’s the Captain’s summons to take his place in
the navy and in IT’S A WONDERFUL LIFE it’s the close of business
when there’s a run on the bank and in the climatic action the arrival
of the bank auditor. And of course there clocks and deadlines in
Shakespeare – MACBETH: My dearest love, / Duncan comes here to-
night. / LADY MACBETH: And when goes hence? / MACBETH: To-
morrow, as he purposes. / LADY MACBETH: O, never / Shall sun that
morrow see!

One of the most curious ‘clocks’ in a movie can be found in
Orson Welles’ F FOR FAKE. This documentary film opens with Welles
performing some magic tricks for children. Welles then quotes the
French nineteenth century watchmaker and magician Jean-Eugène
Robert-Houdin who said that a magician was really just an actor.
Welles then promises that for the next hour everything he says in the
film will be based on fact. And Welles keeps his word, except the film
goes on longer than an hour. But people in cinemas rarely check the
minute hand on their watches when a movie starts and so in F FOR
FAKE audiences who trusted Welles ended up being fooled into
believing some things to be true when they are not. A great trick in
its own way – and that timed hour played a key part. Another curious
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deadline in a movie has to be Maude’s eightieth birthday in HAROLD
AND MAUDE, which is the time she believes she should say goodbye
to the world, and her lover, the teenage Harold.

Occasionally in stories the deadline is past. In THE DRESSER, for
example, the train is missed. Well, until the leading actor shouts out
very loudly “Stop the train!” In THE LITTLE MERMAID, the sun setting
is the deadline and this is past. What this means is that the prince
must now find way to kill the all-powerful and ever growing Ursula –
which he does with the pointing prow of his ship. Another deadline
that is missed is in THE GRADUATE. Ben must get to Elaine before her
marriage has taken place, but he’s too late. But no matter, the
recently married Elaine sees Ben and when she does she runs off
with him anyway. And they as they sit together at the back of a bus,
she in her wedding dress, and he with his coat on, they do so to the
sound of silence. Cue song.

In JURASSIC PARK there is a scene where the children are
climbing over a fence that is not electrified, except back at base
there’s a team trying to get the electricity working again. In fact, the
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boy is still on the fence when it becomes electrified, but the shock
only bounces him off it rather than killing him. That said, his hair
does now stand on end.

It’s rare in a movie to have a story with no deadline at all, but
the time looping GROUNDHOG DAY, with a day that repeats itself for
decades, is an example of sorts. Yes, it’s a day that does come to an
end, but as soon as it does, it starts all over again. WINGS OF DESIRE
on the other hand features a wandering angel with no time limit at
all, though he later chooses to become human after meeting Peter
Falk, who, in the story, is revealed to have been an angel once
himself.

Some more thoughts on clocks and deadlines….

“The opening of ABSURD PERSON SINGULAR gets it about right, I’vefound, when Sidney and Jane anxiously await their importantguests and he continually consults the invisible fourth-wall kitchenclock. A remorseless countdown is set in motion as the minutes tickby. But they’re not our minutes. They’re stage minutes.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING
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“Don’t watch the clock; do what it does. Keep going.”Sam Levenson

“I love deadlines. I like the whooshing noise they make as they goby.Douglas Adams, author
“Everything is an experiment until it has a deadline. That gives it adestination, context, and a reason.Brian Eno
“A dream is just a dream. A goal is a dream with a plan and adeadline.”Harvey Mackay

“Live your life by a compass, not a clock.”Stephen Covey
“Clock time is our bank manager, tax collector, police inspector; thisinner time is our wife.”J.B. Priestly, in the novel MAN AND TIME, an epigram which in partis said to have inspired Audrey Niffenegger’s THE TIME TRAVELER’SWIFE

“Somewhat back from the village streetStands the old-fashioned country-seat.Across its antique porticoTall poplar-trees their Shadows throw;And from its station in the hallAn ancient timepiece says it all, –‘Forever – never!Never – forever!’”Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, in his poem THE OLD CLOCK ON THESTAIRS
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“The hours of folly are measured by the clock; but of wisdom, noclock can measure.”William Blake

“They took away time, and they gave us the clock.”Abdullah Ibrahim
“No clock is more regular than the belly.”Francois Rabelais

“Every so often, we all gaze into the abyss. It’s a depressing fact oflife that eventually the clock expires; eventually the sand in thehourglass runs out. It’s the leaving behind of everything thatmatters to us that hurts the most.”Ben Shapiro
“The death clock is ticking slowly in our breast, and each drop ofblood measures its time, and our life is a lingering fever.”Georg Buchner
“Time management is an oxymoron. Time is beyond our control,and the clock keeps ticking regardless of how we lead our lives.”John C. Maxwell
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“It was when I stood before her, avoiding her eyes, that I took noteof the surrounding objects in detail, and saw that her watch hadstopped at twenty minutes to nine, and that the clock in the roomhad stopped at twenty minutes to nine. ‘Look at me,’ said MissHavisham. ‘You are not afraid of a woman who has never seen thesun since you were born?’…I was beginning to remind her that today was Wednesday, whenshe checked me with her former impatient movement of the fingersof her right hand.‘There, there! I know nothing of the days of the week; I knownothing of the weeks of the year.’…So unchanging was the dull old house, the yellow light in thedarkened room, the faded spectre in the chair by the dressing-tableglass, that I felt as if the stopping of the clocks had stopped Time inthat mysterious place, and, while I and everything else outside itgrew older, it stood still.”From GREAT EXPECTATIONS by Charles Dickens

“Even a stopped clock is right twice a day.”Joseph Addison
‘I pray you, what is ‘t o’clock?’‘You should ask me what time o’day. There’s no clock in the forest.’Rosalind as Ganymede to Orlando in William Shakespeare’s AS YOULIKE IT

“An hour, once it lodges in the queer element of the human spirit,may be stretched to fifty or a hundred times its clock length.”Virginia Woolf, English novelist
“The mind of man is like a clock that is always running down, andrequires to be constantly wound up.”William Hazlitt, writer and essayist
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“I open with a clock striking, to beget an awful attention in theaudience - it also marks the time, which is four o clock in themorning, and saves a description of the rising sun, and a great dealabout gilding the eastern hemisphere.”Richard Brinsley Sheridan
“I must govern the clock, not be governed by it.”Golda Meir, Israeli politician
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Sub-plots: Types and Functions
“Subplots bring realism to your main plot simply by existing – byinterrupting the flow. Why is this? Because life doesn’t moveforward all at once. Interruptions happen, change rushes in, wejuggle three or ten balls at once. Readers don’t expect continuousnarratives.”Elizabeth Sims, American writer, journalist, and contributing editorat WRITER’S DIGEST magazine

The Relationships between Sub-plots and the Main Plots
A sub-plot is structurally no different from the main plot in

that, like any plot, it has an inciting incident and an action that drives
it along in causally linked events. And of course a sub-plot, as with a
main plot, can be deconstructed and then reconstructed by taking all
the events that occur and putting them in chronological order. A
main plot and a sub-plot then may differ in substance, but not in
principle. However, there lies the problem, because if there’s too
little substance, the sub-plot will get lost, but if there’s too much,
and it may become too dominant and overshadow the main plot. A
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sub-plot is a failure if it is not interesting enough, where the reader
or audience is left longing to get back to the main plot, or it fails
because it is fascinating there is wish for more of it and less of the
main action. What matters then is always the balance between the
sub-plot and the main plot and so perhaps one way of seeing the
relationship between the two is to think musically and consider the
main plot, the A plot, as the melody line, and the sub-plot, the B plot,
as the accompanying harmony.

In discussing the differences between ‘plot’ and ‘story’, a
distinction was made between those events directly presented and
those events which are reported or happen off stage. Usually in a
main plot nearly all events are directly presented. Indeed, the
inciting incident, which triggers the action, and the climax, which
brings that action to a close, are obligatory scenes. However, this is
not necessarily the case with a sub-plot, which, by its nature, is given
less time or coverage than the main plot. Inevitably this restriction
means that many of the events of the sub-plot are sometimes
reported rather than directly presented. It’s often the case as well,
especially with stage or screen sub-plots where time is a major issue,
that much is left for the audience to infer or figure out for
themselves. It is also likely that any back story to the sub-plot, if it is
mentioned or exists at all, will again be different in substance to the
main plot. In THE WIZARD OF OZ, for example, we only get a few
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lines to explain why the Tin Man is all rusted, how the Scarecrow lost
some of his stuffing and why the lion has no courage.

“If God is an author and the universe is the biggest novel everwritten, I may feel as if I’m the lead character in the story, but likeevery man and woman on Earth, I am a supporting player in one ofbillions of sub-plots. You know what happens to supporting players.Too often they are killed off in chapter three, or in chapter ten, or inchapter thirty-five. A supporting player always has to be lookingover his shoulder.”Dean Ray Koontz, American author, whose novels are oftendescribed as suspense thrillers, but also incorporate elements ofhorror, fantasy, science fiction, mystery, and satire

“The romance is the primary plot in a story that has two plots. Thesecond plot is not a subplot, but one that is interwoven with theromance plot (if that makes sense.) A story needs compellingcharacters in a compelling plot.”Madeline Hunter, American author of romance novels

The Different Types of Sub-plots and their Functions
A sub-plot can be complementary, which is to say that it in

some ways echoes the main plot. An example of this is the Duke of
Gloucester sub-plot in KING LEAR, where Gloucester, like Lear,
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misjudges his children with fateful consequences. On the other hand,
sub-plots can offer a contrast to the main plot. In THE MERCHANT OF
VENICE, for example, there is a love story sub-plot involving Shylock’s
daughter Jessica and Lorenzo, friend of the merchant Antonio. The
love story can be seen as a welcome diversion from the ‘pound of
flesh’ plot, yet, because Lorenzo is mates with Antonio and Jessica is
related to Shylock, to a degree at least, this love plot does complicate
the main action. A sub-plot can also act as a thematic contradiction
to the main plot. For example, in HAMLET, Fortinbras, Prince of
Norway, is clearly a man of action who doesn’t delay or think too
much about consequences. Unlike, of course, the play’s protagonist
the Prince of Denmark.

In musical theatre, the sub-plot tends to function either as
comic relief to the more serious main plot – as in OKLAHOMA and
GUYS AND DOLLS – or as a tragic B plot to the A plot – as in THE KING
AND I and SOUTH PACIFIC, where both B plots involve the death of
the male lover. And in the case of SOUTH PACIFIC, the sub-plot is an
echo of the musical’s main social theme which is racial prejudice.
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Sub-plots can occasionally offer a dimension to a character that

is missing in the rest of the story. In CASABLANCA, for example, Rick,
who says he sticks his neck out for no one, is shown to have a heart
and a sentimental side when he helps the young wife who seeks help
in getting papers to leave Casablanca to win at roulette so she
doesn’t have to offer sexual favours to Captain Louis Renault (Claude
Rains). Certain story gurus use the term ‘dimensionalize’ to describe
this function. Others, who prefer not to invent yet more ugly jargon,
use the more informal term ‘pet-the-dog’ story moments. This
perhaps odd phrase refers to scenes, often in police crime stories,
where the hard, gritty and cynical officers in charge, are given a
scene where they can come home and pet the dog, or the
equivalent, just to show they have a homely side. A literal example
of a pet-the-dog scene can be found in the movie SEVEN. This film
noir is a dark tale of murders around the seven deadly sins, but the
dog scenes at home with David Mills (Brad Pitt) lighten the mood and
offer an insight into the more homely private life of the detective.


