“Plot exists so the character can discover for himself (and in the
process revealed to the reader) what he, the character, is really like:
plot forces the character to choice and action, transforms him from
a static construct to a lifelike human being making choices and
paying for them or reaping the rewards.”
John Gardner, ON BECOMING A NOVELIST (1983)

“What'’s the plot?” we may ask a friend who’s recommended a
play. “It’s about this prince whose father comes back as a ghost,” the
friend might reply. Yes, that’s a situation certainly, but is it a plot? If
the friend then says, “And then the ghost tells the young prince that
he was murdered by the prince’s uncle! The spirit then instructs the
hero to revenge his ‘foul and most unnatural murder.”” Now that is a
plot. Why? Because from then on the prince has an action and duty
to fulfil.

PLOT AND CHARACTER begins by looking at all aspects of
structuring and then takes us through the essential elements that
make up a plot, from catalyst event and inciting incident to crisis and
climax. And along the way there are some interesting questions
raised such as: What exactly is the ‘inciting incident’ of the plot of
IT'S A WONDERFUL LIFE?

PLOT AND CHARACTER then goes on to consider that perennial
conundrum: Which comes first, character or plot? And following on
from that there are detailed chapters on the Making of Character,
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looking at how to build a character, the arc of the character, capacity
to change, plus archetypes and psychology.

What is Structure? explores what is meant by ‘structure’, beginning
with the many different metaphors people use. This chapter then
considers the various ways of looking at what structure is, including
story shapes, tripartite structure, the grand narrative and
discourse/story. PAGE 6

Structuring and Planning examines some of the practical issues
around structuring a story, including planning, openings and closings
and midpoints. This chapter then goes on to consider the idea of the
‘well-made play’ and the legendary and controversial Edgar Wallace
‘plot wheel’. PAGE 30

Practical Story Structure looks at the Tripartite Story Structure,
various story theorists’ ideas of structure, including George Abbott
and Robert McKee, plus the concept of the Story Spine. PAGE 48

What Does a Plot Need to be a Plot? looks first at the essential
requirements of a plot, namely the catalyst event, the inciting
incident, causality, action/plan, protagonist/antagonist plus crisis and
climax. PAGE 62

The Essentials of Plot — The Catalyst Event explores the
disequilibrium or initial change in the status quo which often leads to
the triggering of action. PAGE 79

The Essentials of Plot — The Inciting Incident looks in detail at the
nature of the event which triggers the central action of the drama,
and that is the inciting incident. PAGE 102

The Essentials of Plot — Protagonist and Antagonist considers the
central dramatic players of any story, namely, the protagonist and
the antagonist. PAGE 122




The Essentials of Plot — Causality looks at the story concept of
events causing other events and the way the human mind makes
such connections. PAGE 134

The Essentials of Plot — Action and Method examines the two key
concepts that connect and drive the events of a tale, and they are
causal linkage and the motivated dramatic action. This chapter also
looks at the nature of the plan or method which is usually the means
of the action itself. PAGE 146

The Essentials of Plot — Crisis considers exactly what we mean by
crisis. Crisis is the low point or nadir of the tale, but it also often
includes the protagonist facing some sort of dilemma or impossible
choice. PAGE 168

The Essentials of Plot — Climax looks at the conclusion or apex of the
story’s dramatic action, namely the climax of the tale. PAGE 187

The Essentials of Plot — Closed Endings, Open Endings, Ambiguous
Endings and Meta-fiction Endings considers different possible
conclusions to the dramatic action, from those which are clear and
irreversible, to those endings which are less absolute. This chapter
also looks at how meta-fictional tales deal with the idea of the climax
to dramatic action. PAGE 197

The Essentials of Plot — Anti-climax and Deus ex Machina explores
what we mean by anti-climax, the different variations, and how an
anti-climax isn’t necessarily a bad thing. This chapter also looks at the
deus ex machina ending and how that too can sometimes be used
effectively and legitimately in Story. PAGE 216

The Essentials of Plot — Resolution considers the final element of
plot and that is the ‘wrap up’ or Resolution. PAGE 229
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The Essentials of Plot — Some Famous Last Lines offers a selection of
closing lines from books, play and movies. PAGE 240

Quotes and Thoughts on Structure and Plot offers some thoughts on
structure and dramatic construction from novelists, screenwriter and
dramatists. PAGE 247

Which is More Important, Plot or Character? addresses that
perennial question dating back to Aristotle, namely, Which should be
considered more key in the construction of a drama, plot or
character? PAGE 254

The Making of Character: The Basic Building Blocks looks first at
traits, habits and attitudes in creating characters, and then moves on
to consider the importance of psychological connection with a
character. This chapter also explores the four levels of conflict,
namely, inner, personal, extraneous and cosmic. PAGE 266

The Making of Character: Status, Duality and Interaction looks at
the social status of the character, the duel nature of people and the
importance of the four levels of conflict in developing a character.
PAGE 285

The Making of Character: Basing Characters on Real People and
Yourself examines how writers use themselves, their lived
experience, plus their observations about those around them to
create and invent characters. PAGE 295

The Making of Character: Archetypes considers what archetypes are
and how it’s possible to create and devise intriguing characters from
such prototypes. PAGE 310

The Making of Character: The Arc of the Character examines a
character’s inner and outer ‘journey’ across the story. PAGE 319




The Making of Character: Capacity to Change, Choosing Not to
Change and Transformation Scenes looks at the importance of
indicating a character’s ability to develop, or not as the case may be,
plus the various types of transformational scenes, especially those
where change is integral to the dramatic action PAGE 339

The Making of Character: Psychology, Desires, Motivation, plus
Conscious and Unconscious Wants looks primarily the motivational
aspects of the action desire line. PAGE 351

The Making of Character: Thoughts from Writers on Creating
Characters is a collection of quotations from selection of professional
authors. PAGE 378

Plotting in The Time That Never Was and A Christmas Carol offers a
deconstruction of the plot of THE SWIDGERS by the author, plus a
breakdown of Dickens’ Christmas classic into its fundamental Story
elements. PAGE 382
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What is Structure?

“The structure of a narrative is like the framework of girders that
holds up a modern high-rise building: you can’t see it, but it
determines the edifice’s shape and character.”

David Lodge, THE ART OF FICTION

The Metaphors of Story Structure

Structure has many metaphors. Scaffolding. Blueprint.
Skeleton. Frame. Some even talk about ‘the cup for your coffee’,
meaning ‘the vessel (or from) into which you pour the content of
your tale’. Roland Tobias, author of 20 MASTER PLOTS AND HOW TO
BUILD THEM, suggests that we shouldn’t separate content from
form/structure. He thinks it’s better to think in terms of the
electromagnetism, binding atoms together, where content is the
collection of atoms and structure is the force holding them in place.

In fact there are many analogies and metaphors for Story and
how it works and functions. There is ‘the washing line’, where Story

is the place upon which you hang your ideas of the world, ‘the
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suitcase’, in which you smuggle your ideas, messages or morals. This
is also known as the ‘Green Channel’ theory, where the customs
officer says, ‘What’s in your bag?’, and you reply ‘Oh, it’s just Story’ —

and so he lets you through believing it to be harmless nonsense.

“What struck me most about reading
‘Swidgers’ was just how funny it was.
I didn’t expect to laugh quite so

much when reading a story about

“Beguiling, inventive and magical:
Nallon has conjured up a perfect
world and a perfect read.”

lonely boy with special powers Rl Ay ; Jonathan Maitland, playwright and
| presenter of ITV’'s TONIGHT

Some metaphors for Story and its structure can be perceptive
and insightful, but others are simply crass and dim-witted. But
perhaps the reason there are so many metaphors and similes out
there is because the idea of ‘Story Structure’ is hard to define and
analogy is often your best option.

So which metaphor should we use? Here it might be useful to
consider the etymology of the word ‘text’. Text comes from the Latin
text or ‘woven’, from the verb texere meaning ‘to weave’. When we
weave we are putting material together in an orderly and coherent
fashion. And, if it’s a good weave, we see and enjoy the pattern
rather than how it was made. You might say then that Story
Structure is ‘a weave’ of sorts, for structuring as far as Story is

concerned, is the strategic selection and composition of events with



the purpose of expressing a view of the world —and in so doing

arousing and creating a response from those who experience it.

“Time in a story does not move forward equally. | find it helpful to
think of a necklace with various-size beads on it.”
Donald M. Murray, Pulitzer Prize-winning columnist
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“Structure? Oh darling, it’s just two or three little surprises followed
every now and again by a bigger surprise.”
Peggy Ramsay, a British Literary Agent

So How Useful is the Idea of Story Structure in Practice?

At worst story structure is a formula, a mechanism, a code, a
paradigm, blueprint, boilerplate or template — a one-size fits all
prescriptive and predictable writing-by-numbers self-assembly flat-
pack that is way too schematic. Not surprisingly then, many writers
view people offering the paint-it-by-numbers-story-kit as the worst
type of snake-oil salesmen, for those who write stories know there is
no magic elixir, Holy Grail or silver bullet.

Yet there are rules of sorts. David Mamet writes about them, as
do Stephen King and John Gardner. Robert McKee, Linda Seger and
John Truby have made careers lecturing on them. More importantly

perhaps, the publishing and movie industries often live by them,



even if they don’t always understand and appreciate what they do.
The dramatist Ken Campbell used to say “every writer should be
McKee-ed, but no commissioning editor should ever be let near
him.” However, Robert McKee’s theories and everyone else’s are
now out of the bottle, and so if your narrative doesn’t match the
‘check list” with Inciting Incident in the right place or pivotal ‘mid-
point’ scene then it’s bottom of the slush pile or a rejection slip for
you.

Many writers however don’t like looking under the bonnet, as it
were, to see how their story works. They act and write more on
instinct, trusting their pen to be guided by their subconscious. They
create, as some would say, ‘by the seat of their pants’. That said,
most writers know what they are doing, meaning most writers work
to some sort of story strategy, and that strategy, even though it may
be subconscious, often results in a narrative structure not that
dissimilar to those advocated by the story gurus. After all, the

compass of the mind can often be as reliable as the map on paper.

“The argument that one should know the rules in order to break
them is only half the story. Playwrights should know the rules
because they are in possession of the audience, their essential

partner in the endeavour. They won’t be thanked for sticking so

closely to the rules that the play is predictable from start to finish.
But nor will audiences readily accept their expectations being
wilfully ignored.”
David Edgar, HOW PLAYS WORK



10

“The engineers of the future will be poets.”
Terence McKenna, American ethno-botanist and mystic

Narrative Choice

All stories have options as to the manner in which they can be
presented, particularly in written fiction. Will the story be told as an
objective narration, subject narration or even stream of
consciousness? Will it be presented in first person, third person or
even second person? Will it be written in present tense or past tense
or a mixture of both? These questions don’t apply quite in the same
way for a dramatist writing for the theatre. Plays are nearly always
‘in the moment’ speeches of the characters right there in front of
you. The same could be said too for radio and video games. That
said, Shakespeare’s PERICLES has a narrator of sorts called John
Gower. The cinematic medium is a greyer area because the camera
can be subjective or objective, plus it’s not unusual in the movies to
have a voice over. Anyway, the important point is that fiction by its
nature tells and narrates and how this is achieved in each story is the

result of carefully chosen options.
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“Sometimes reality is too complex. Stories give it form.”
Jean Luc Godard, film maker

BB TR T

“TRISTRAM SHANDY isn’t a story with a main plot-line interrupted
by digressions. It is a story of digressions interrupted by what
appears to be a main plotline.”

John Truby

Story Shapes

There are many ways of looking at ‘Story Shapes’. First there is
the idea of story shapes in a literal sense, in that the direction or
outline of the story can actually be drawn on a blackboard. An
example of this might be said to be the ‘character arc’ or ‘story arc’
which refers usually to the transformation of the character across
the whole narrative. And then there are those story designs outlined
by the story guru John Truby. Most stories are linear in that they
feature a central protagonist with a single objective, creating a clear
straight line of action. But there are others, for example the

‘meander’, which is more an aimless journey without a distinct
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objective (FORREST GUMP, O LUCKY MAN!) and ‘branching’, where
there are digressions into independent episodes or events
(TRISTRAM SHANDY, ALICE’S ADVENTURES IN WONDERLAND). The
Story Shape can also be ‘circular’, where you end up where you
started (LA RONDE), a ‘spiral’, contracting inwards upon itself (BLOW
UP, AFTER HOURS, VERTIGO), or even be an ‘explosion’ of seemingly
simultaneous thought (NOT I). Then there are stories which have
interlocking triangles (THE ODYSSEY) or many strands that interact
(INTO THE WOODS). This is not to say that stories which have these
types of story shapes don’t have inciting incidents or even climaxes,
but rather that there is a distinctive narrative outline in the structure
of the tale that differs from the traditional single linear line. In fact
there are many ways of thinking about Story, including Joseph
Campbell’s ‘Journey of the Hero’ in THE HERO WITH A THOUSAND
FACES (from the Ordinary World, the Call to Adventure right through

to Resurrection and Return with the Elixir).

“The multi-strand plot is clearly a much more simultaneous form of
storytelling, emphasising the group, or the mini-society, and how
the characters compare.”

John Truby, THE ANATOMY OF STORY
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“The Rising Movement. The action has been started; the chief
persons have shown what they are; the interest has been
awakened. Mood, passion, involution have received an impulse in a
given direction.”

Gustav Freytag, in DIE TECHNIK DES DRAMAS

Gustav Freytag’s Pyramid

The German writer and novelist, Gustav Freytag (1816 — 1895),
in DIE TECHNIK DES DRAMAS came up with the pyramid structure of
rising and falling action. Freytag divided plot into five different parts
consisting of 1) Exposition then Conflict, 2) Rising Action, 3) Climax,
4) Falling Action, and, ultimately, 5) Denouement or Resolution. This
theory, because of its shape, became known as ‘Gustav’s Pyramid’

and some people nowadays call it “The Story Mountain’.

—
THE SWIDGERS THE SWIDGERS

“The characters were well crafted, with
every character being given unique

appearances, behaviours and traits. This Jonathan Maitland, playwright and
made the book all the more entertaining.” presenter of ITV’s TONIGHT

“A dazzling piece of fiction.”

However, there are problems with Gustav Freytag’s theory
when looked at in more detail. First, exposition, or story information,
isn’t something that is there just at the start of the story, for story
information should be spread throughout a plot so that when certain

facts are revealed they have a dramatic impact. Think here of one of
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the most famous misquotes in cinema history from THE EMPIRE
STRIKES BACK when Luke’s true identity comes to light: “Luke, | am
your father.” In fact, Darth Vader’s actual line is “No, | am your
father” but the point is that what Darth Vader says is still
expositional story information — and it comes not at the start of the

first movie but almost at the end of the second!

—
( THE SWIDGERS ) THE SWIDGERS
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“I found the book exciting, f “A rambunctious riot of a book with a

entertaining and very, very funny totally unpredictable plot — I never knew
and wouldn’t hesitate to where I was going to be taken next!”

recommend it to my friends.” Joseph Elliott, YA author of
Year 10 THE SHADOW SKYE Trilogy

Another problem is Gustav Freytag’s theory which can lead to
confusion is the question What is meant by ‘Falling Action’? If the
story’s action is to achieve the goal and the climax does exactly that,
then surely the action in that sense has come to an end? Rising
action and falling action are neat terms but falling action seems an
odd thing to call that which comes after the climax. Freytag’s
alternative term to Rising Action was The Return, which does make
more sense. Anyway, this is how Freytag described Falling Action (or
The Return):

The most difficult part of the drama is the sequence of
scenes in the downward movement, or as if may well be
called, the Return; specially in powerful plays in which the
heroes are the directing force, do these dangers enter most.
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Up to the climax, the interest has been firmly fixed in the
direction in which the chief characters are moving. After the
deed is consummated, a pause ensues. Suspense must now
be excited in what is new. For this, new forces, perhaps new
roles must be introduced, in which the hearer is to acquire
interest. On account of this, there is already danger in
distraction and the breaking up of scenic effects. And yet, it
must be added, the hostility of the counter-party toward the
hero cannot always be easily concentrated in one person,
nor in one situation; sometimes it is necessary to show how
frequently, now and again, it beats upon the soul of the
hero; and in this way, in contrast with the unity and firm
advance of the first half of the play, the second, may be
ruptured, in many parts, restless; this is particularly the case
with historical subjects, where it is most difficult to compose
the counter-party of a few characters only.

And yet the return demands a strong bringing out and
intensifying of the scenic effects, on account of the
satisfaction already accorded the hearer, and on account of
the greater significance of the struggle.”

Freytag’s point that you don’t want the dramatic energy to sag
is a fair one, but realistically how many dramas or novels bring in
new roles and new forces into the drama after the climax? As for the
hostility of other forces of antagonism other than the central
antagonist, well, those sort of loose ends are nowadays covered by
what most people would refer to as the resolution.

A further concern with Gustav Freytag’s theory is that the
‘pyramid’ or ‘mountain’ shape, with the apex in the middle, can be

misleading when drawn on whiteboard because that isn’t how a
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story works or would look like if set out across its time duration as a

dynamic action outline.

“The first law, that of unity, admits of still another application to
the characters: The drama must have only one chief hero about all
whom the person, however great their number, arrange themselves
in different gradations. The drama has a thoroughly monarchic
arrangement the unity of its action is essentially dependent on this,
that this action is perfected about one dominant character. But also
for a sure effect, the first condition is that the interest of the
spectator muse be directed mostly toward one person, and he must
lean as early as possible who is to occupy his attention before all
other character. Since the highest dramatic processes but few
person can be exhibited in broad elaboration, the number of great
roles is limited to a few; and it is common experience that nothing
is more painful to the hearer than the uncertainty as to what
interest he should give to each of these important persons. It is also
one practical advantage of the piece to direct its effects toward a
single middle point. Whoever deviates from this fundamental law
must do so with the keen perception that he surrenders a great
advantage; and if his subject matter makes this surrender
necessary, he must, in doubt, ask himself whether the uncertainty
thus arising in the effects will be counterbalanced by other
dramatic advantages.”

Gustav Freytag, in DIE TECHNIK DES DRAMAS

= e e = e
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“Narrative is basically a sequence of events. Something happens,
then something else, then something else. Human instinct compels
us to stick around to see what happens next.”

Ira Glass, American radio presenter

Story Units

Stories are built of units. The smallest unit of story is the story
‘beat’, and beyond that there are lines, exchanges, scenes and acts,
or, in the case of the novel, paragraphs and chapters. And when we
are talking about ‘acts’ we are not just referring to plays in a theatre,
for many screenwriting gurus break down movies into acts. Indeed
some filmmakers still use a traditional fade to indicate when one act
ends and another begins.

And while we’re talking about acts it’s worth mentioning
Horace’s design of the five-act structure in his ARS POETICA written

around 19 BC and the dominance of the three act structure in plays

from the Victorian era up until around the 1950s.

“There’s this inherent screenplay structure that everyone seems to
be stuck on, this three-act thing. It doesn’t interest me. | actually
think I’'m probably more interested in structure than most people

who write screenplays, because | think about it.”

Charlie Kaufman, American playwright, film producer, theatre and

film director
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Some more thoughts on what you might call story units...

“A scene is a unit of dramatic action taking place in a single space
in continuous time, in which something changes. At this point, |
should perhaps say but there is a famous dictum about scenes by
Robert McKee. He says that for something to count as a scene, it
has to contain a turning point from positive to negative, or vice
versa. | prefer to use the idea that something has to change, which
for me is less restrictive, and can be broader and subtler than the
idea of a turning point.”

Stephen Jeffreys, PLAYWRITING: STRUCTURE, CHARACTER, HOW
AND WHAT TO WRITE

“We ought to think for a moment about the paragraph, the form of
organisation which comes after the sentence... In fiction, the
paragraph is less structured — it’s the beat instead of the actual
melody... | would argue that the paragraph, not the sentence, is the
basic unit of writing — the place where coherence begins and words
stand a chance of becoming more than mere words.”
Stephen King, ON WRITING

“Many Victorian novels were originally published in part or serial
form, either as independent soft-cover publications or in
magazines, and this too affected the shape of the eventual novel.”
David Lodge, THE ART OF FICTION (1992)
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“A scene is composed of the three elements: what the characters
say (dialogue); what the characters do (stage directions); and how
the characters think and feel (subtext).”

Stephen Jeffreys, PLAYWRITING: STRUCTURE, CHARACTER, HOW
AND WHAT TO WRITE

<S> >

““Form’ implies the existence of that which is not form —i.e.
content. But there can be no content without a container — i.e.
without a form. In practice all criticism makes a distinction between
form and content in that any critical interpretation of a text is an
effort to express the meaning of the text in different words from
those of the author, though the discovery criticism always makes is
that this is not possible. The point to be emphasised is that content
does not proceed form in literature, but it is discovered in form. The
form of a text is the trace of the choices and exclusions made by the
writer in the process of discovering what it was he had to say.”
David Lodge, university notes FORM IN FICTION (1980)

Form, Content and the Structure of ‘Discourse’

Form is one of the most difficult words in critical theory
because no one ever quite pins down what it means. And worse, if
they try, you discover that the definition of ‘form’ they have been
using is entirely different from the one you assumed it was. It’s as if
you were having a conversation about a visit to the zoo and half way

through your chat, the words ‘elephant’ and ‘giraffe’ somehow
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swapped meanings. You may nod away politely about the elephants
long neck but inwardly you are in a state of utter confusion.

For some, as well, form means genre. They might say ‘It’s really
a tragic-comedy rather than a traditional comedy. | mean, a proper
‘comedy’, well, that’s a completely different form.’ For others a
work’s form means it’s structure and they might say ‘PULP FICTION is
put together in such as way that its timeline isn’t what you think it is.
It’s structure in a non-traditional form.” To make things even more
confusing artists and painters will have their way of defining form, as
will musicians.

So what is form? Form as it is used here could be said to be the
singular and central concept determining how a work is
communicated or presented (‘form’ in fact comes from the Latin
forma meaning ‘idea’). David Lodge’s observation that content does
not proceed form in literature, but is discovered in form is an
important reminder that however you define form, separating it
from content isn’t that easy. Elsewhere in his notes on FORM IN
FICTION, David Lodge makes an important point about story and
discourse, where discourse is, roughly speaking, how the work is
communicated and presented. Lodge says:

Formal analysis of narrative, then, is concerned with the
differences between the story and the imitation of it in
discourse — but we must remember that in the case of
fiction (as distinct from history) the story has no proper
existence prior to the composition of the text, and is an
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extrapolation from the finished text. This is true even when
there are known biographical sources for the novel.
His point is that when we talk about the difference between
story and discourse or story and plot there is no such ‘thing’ that is
Story because we as readers or viewers or listeners have to create

the story’s Story for ourselves.

L —_—
( THE SWIDGERS ) THE SWIDGERS
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“I liked the suspense at

5 : “I loved it. As a former teacher, the Parent
the beginning that makes Teacher meetings struck a particular chord.”

you want to read on...” Geoff Northcott,

comedian, writer and broadcaster

Discourse, as David Lodge uses it, is a term specific to
structuralism, which in the mid-twentieth century became a method
of analysis developed linguistics that then made its way into
anthropological study and literary criticism. It’s an idea that comes
from the Russian Formalists where fabula is the raw material of a
story, and sjuzet is the way that material is organised and structured.
It’s essentially the difference between story and plot, except that it’s
an idea that applies mainly to stories that are told. The actual design
of narrative fiction in other words.

It should be said before considering the idea of narrative design
that although it is primarily a way of looking at written or narrative

fiction its principles can, and often are, also applied to the cinema.
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But less so the theatre. And that’s simply because theatre is pure
show (in the sense that usually all there is to see and hear from a
story point of view are the speeches of characters) and very little tell
(in the sense that fiction uses narrative description throughout to
communicate its story). This is an observation incidentally that goes
right back to Plato’s REPUBLIC, where in Book Ill Socrates
distinguishes between mimesis (where the poet imitates the speech
of a character) and diegesis (pure narrative description where the
poet speaks in his own voice). Thus in the Greek world three ways of
presenting a Story emerged: pure diegesis, in which the poet spoke
exclusively in his own words, exemplified by the lyric poem; pure
mimesis, in which the poet spoke only in the imitated voices of
characters, as exemplified in drama in both comedy and tragedy; and
a mixture of diegesis and mimesis as found in the epics of Homer
such as THE ILIAD and THE ODYSSEY. You could say then that in some
ways the novel is a development from the epic.

David Lodge in his university notes FORM IN FICTION further
points out that fiction by its nature has to be, as he puts it,
fundamentally diegetic:

In a novel everything that is not dialogue is diegesis, the
report of a narrator, ‘the poet himself’, however
impersonal. The only way of getting round this rule is to put
the narrating entirely in the hands (or mouth) of a character,
or several characters, as in the pseudo-autobiographical
confessional novel or the epistolary novel, or the dramatic
monologue. In these narrative forms the writer avoids
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telling the story in his own voice by imitating someone else
telling the story: a mimesis of a diegesis. But the narration
narrative is still, inevitably, mainly diagetic, though at a
second remove.

That said, Evelyn Waugh has whole scenes in his novels that are
all in direct speech, without even a ‘he said’ or a ‘she said’. And even
theatre sometimes has a narrator, as in Shakespeare’s PERICLES with
the choric character of John Gower.

The importance of all this from a ‘structure’ point of view is
that there is Story on the one hand and there is Discourse (or

Narrative Design, as we would describe it) on the other and to turn

one into the other involves structural constructions. After all, it

should be remembered that structuralism wasn’t called structuralism
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for nothing.
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Some more thoughts on structuralism...

“l hate intellectual discussion. When | hear the words
‘phenomenology’ or ‘structuralism’, | reach for my buck knife.
Edward Abbey, American author, essayist and environmental

activist
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“We do not need French post-structuralism, whose pedantic jargon,
clumsy convolutions, and prissy abstractions have spread
throughout academe and the arts and are now blighting the most
promising minds of the next generation.”

Camille Paglia, American feminist academic and social critic

“l studied Comparative Literature at Cornell. Structuralism was real
big then. The idea of reading and writing as being this language
game. There’s a lot of appeal to that. It’s nice to think of it as this
playful kind of thing. But | think that another way to look at it is
“Look, I just want to be sincere. | want to write something and
make you feel something and maybe you will go out and do
something.”

William T. Vollmann, American novelist, journalist, war
correspondent, short story writer and essayist

RN DT

“The distinction between Story and Discourse was first formulated
by Russian Formalist critics in the early decades of the twentieth-
century, who used the terms ‘fabula’ and ‘sjuzet’. The same basic
distinction was adopted and explored by several French critics in

the 60s and 70s, notably Tzvetan Todorov, Roland Barthes and

Gérard Genette, with, unfortunately, a confusing inconsistency of
terms. ‘Fabula’ and ‘sjuzet’ are sometimes translated into English

as Story and Plot, but we have preferred Seymour Chapman’s terms
Story and Discourse (STORY AND DISCOURSE: NARRATIVE

STRUCTURE IN FICTION AND FILM (1978)). ‘Fabula’ - the Story as it

would have been enacted in reality in real time and space, as
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distinct from the actual text or Discourse in which that Story is
represented, with all the inevitable gaps, elisions, emphases and
distortions involved in such a process.”
David Lodge, university notes FORM IN FICTION (1980)

The Russian Formalists

In narrative theory, fabula refers to the chronological sequence
of events in a narrative, sjuzet is the re-presentation of those events
(through narration, metaphor, the re-ordering of the temporal
sequence, and so on). In film theory, that re-presenting would also
include camera angles, framing and editing. The terms fabula and
sjuzet (sometimes spelt syuzhet) were originated by Vladimir Propp
and Viktor Shklovsky as part of the Russian Formalism movement in
the early twentieth-century, and they are essentially equivalent to
the difference between story and discourse in structuralist theory.

Fabula then equates to all the events of a story and everything
that you know happens in the tale. Sjuzet relates to the structuring of
those events and the way what happened is presented. In other
words, fabula is what is and sjuzet is how that is is re-presented. The
difference between the two is close to that between story and plot,
except that what we are talking about here is telling. And that is an
idea that primarily applies to books and written fiction. It can also to
a degree be applied to cinema and film but rarely to theatre as the

stage is usually pure showing.
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“I really enjoyed the book and I thought A DL 0 “From the very start, it is intriguing,
the main character was unusual and interesting,

I really wanted to find out why he had the :
strange powers and discover his history.” Alistair McGowan,

innovative, snappy and witty.”

BAFTA winning writer and performer

It should be said as a word of warning here that narratology
and the world of academia love their terminology. And just to make
it that little bit more difficult for everyone to understand, academics
come up with their own individual jargon. Here, for the record, are
some of the major players, each with their own way of putting things
in terms of fabula and sjuzet: Tzvetan Todorov (histoire and
discours); Roland Barthes (récit and narration); Gérard Genette
(histoire and récit — the ‘text’ itself, plus narration — the act of
narration which produces the text) and Seymour Chatman (story and

discourse).

Some more thoughts on fabula and sjuzet, the Russian
Formalists and even Russia itself...

“Aristotle himself defines ‘action’ as a progression, its necessary
wholeness consisting in its having a beginning, a middle and an
end. For me, an action is the formula which transforms ‘fabula’ into
‘szujet’, providing the principles by which the story is structured into
a plot. Or, put the other way around, the plot is the way the story is
presented dramatically in order to reveal an action.”

David Edgar, HOW PLAYS WORK



27

“In film criticism of a formalist-structuralist type, ‘diegesis’ is often
used to donate the Story (‘fabula’) of a narrative film. This is
understandable, because film, like drama (indeed, more so) is an
inherently is an inherently mimetic medium, in which words are
only used to imitate words, actions to imitate actions etc. etc. Thus
the relationship of the film ‘discourse’ to a verbal summary of its
Story corresponds to the relationship between mimesis and
diegesis. But in this sense diegesis is logically prior to and quite
distinct from the narrative discourse which is then a mimesis of it.”
David Lodge, university notes FORM IN FICTION (1980)

“Apropo de digresiuni. La Fielding, in JOSEPH ANDREWS, existd un
capitol, introdus dupa o descriere de incaierare. Capitolul cuprinde
relatarea discutiei dintre scriitor si actor si poarta urmatorul titlu:
Introdus anume pentru a frdna actiunea.”
Viktor Borisovich Shklovsky

“l took a speed-reading course and read WAR AND PEACE in twenty
minutes. It’s about Russia.”
Woody Allen

A A

“The story-stuff (let us call it the Story of EMMA) as represented in
a bare summary, could have been given various narrative forms. It
might have been told retrospectively from the point of Emma’s
marriage to Knightley, for instance; or narrated by Emma herself in
the first person; or narrated in the third person from Jane Fairfax’s
point of view. Any of these, and other possible, variations in
narrative method would obviously have changed the novel. The
‘meaning’ of EMMA is therefore the result of innumerable
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conscious and intuitive formal choices by Jane Austen, at every level
of composition from the selection of each word to the overall
structure of the narrative.”
David Lodge’s university notes FORM IN FICTION (1980)
Narrative Design

What do people mean when they talk about ‘narrative design’?
Well, if story is all the events in chronological order and plot is the
rearrangement of those events in time and in a causal manner, then
narrative design is the mode of presentation of what it was that
occurred. Or put another way, if story is everything that happened
and plot is the why, when and when, then narrative design is how
that tale will be communicated.

Essentially then, narrative design covers the options around
how a tale is told, who tells it and the way they tell it. What we are
talking about here are choices. Narrative choices. From whose
perspective is the tale told? What sort of narrative voice do they
have? Is it, for example, an objective narration, a subject narration or
stream of consciousness? Is the tale told in first person, third person
or even second person? Is it written in present tense or past tense or
a mixture of both? Are events imparted through letters or emails or
direct speech? E.M. Forster said that ‘the king died and then the
gueen died’ is a story but ‘the king died and then the queen died of
grief’ is a plot. However, he didn’t say how that tale should be told.

From the perspective of their son, the prince, or their daughter, the
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princess? Or even perhaps the point of view of the court jester?
Those would come under narrative choice and so be part of Narrative
Design.

Some more thoughts on design...

“The alternative to good design is always bad design. There is no
such thing as no design.”
Adam Judge, author

“Design is intelligence made visible.”
Alina Wheeler, author

“Design is not a single object or dimension. Design is messy and
complex.”
Natasha Jen, designer and educator

“A designer knows he has achieved perfection not when there is
nothing left to add, but when there is nothing left to take away.”
Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, French writer and poet

“Good design is good business.”
Thomas Watson Jr., businessman and second president of IBM

(" THE SWIDGERS ) é THE SWIDGERS
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“A book about Adventures in Time -
Past, Present and Future.

“My favourite character was Granny And in the futare?

because I thought she was funny.” ¢ A Well, the good news is that there is

already a sequel on the way.”

William Palmer, author of
THE CONTRACT
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Structuring and Planning

“The structure of a play is always the story of how the birds came
home to roost.”
Arthur Miller, playwright

What'’s the Difference between Story and Plot?

In his series of lectures on the novel, E.M. Forster defined a
story as “a narrative of events in their time-sequence.” In other
words, ‘Story’ is what happened in chronological order. However,
‘Plot’ is different, because Plot doesn’t necessarily reveal what
happens in time order —and in fact it rarely does. In a whodunit, for
example, you wouldn’t want to know who the murderer was at the
time the murder was being committed. The point of a whodunit is to
discover the culprit —and you have to wait for the detective to work
that out by putting all the pieces together.

In his lectures on the novel, E.M. Forster added this: ““The king
died and then the queen died’ is a story. ‘The king dies, and then the
qgueen died of grief’ is a plot. The time-sequence is preserved, but

the sense of causality overshadows it.”
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The point here is that ‘The king died and then the queen died’
is a simple statement of fact, one thing happened and then another
thing happened. But when you say ‘The king died, and then the
qgueen died of grief’ you are constructing a relationship between one
and the other. You are in effect making one a direct consequence of
the other. And so causality, or causally linked events, where one
thing happens because of whatever came before it, is one of the key

requirement of plot.

—
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“A powerful and dramatic tale of mystery!”

“I thought the storyline of the book was
compelling and made the book hard to put
down at times... perfect tension and
abundance of carefully placed cliff-hangers
which created a very engaging read...”

Rory Bremner, BAFTA winning
writer and performer

Another way to consider the difference between story and plot
is to think of story as the raw material and plot as the way that
material is organised and structured. In other words, story is
everything that occurred, whereas plot — or rather and more
accurately plotting — is how that ‘everything’ is then connected and
motivated — in other words, the why, when and when. Think
perhaps of story as all statements and plot as the questions those
statements raise as well as the answers to them. And in this way of

thinking, if a large pile of bricks and several barrels of cement is the
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story, the construction of the house would be the ‘plotting’ and the

final building itself would be the ‘plot’.

“I lost the plot for a while then. And | lost the sub-plot, the script,
the soundtrack, the intermission, my popcorn, the credits, and the
exit sign.”

Nick Hornby

“Of the total creative effort represented in a finished work, seventy-
five percent or more of a writer’s labour goes into designing story.
Who are these characters? What do they want? Why do they want
it? How do they go about getting it? What stops them? What are
the consequences? Finding the answers to these grand questions
and shaping them into story is our overwhelming creative task...
But the love of a good story, of terrific characters and a world
driven by your passion, courage, and creative gifts is still not
enough. Your goal must be a good story well told.”
Robert McKee

To Plan or Not to Plan, That is the Question

Some writers plan it all out to the last detail, while others, as it
were, ‘go with the flow’. The former method is essential in writing
farce, mystery stories, whodunits and the like. However, where plays

or stories are based more on situations than plots, as in Noél
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Coward’s PRIVATE LIVES and DESIGN FOR LIVING, it’s certainly
possible to image Coward sketching out a few notes but then simply
getting his fingers on that typewriter and seeing what happens. But
of course we can’t all be Noél Coward.

Charles Dickens created many of his stories while walking. And
brisk steps were his style. Sometimes these walks would last much of
the day. Dickens would then come home and sketch out the basic
story structure. Some of Dickens’ chapter breakdowns have survived
and they are often very detailed. Dickens wrote in longhand —
typewriters were not commercially until after Dickens’ death —and
the original manuscripts show many cuts, alterations, additions and
corrections.

Although most writers usually have a structural shape in mind
and are aware of the central motivations of their characters, much is
written almost unconsciously. Ideas come overnight, or more often
in the middle of the night. And in terms of theme writers often only
realise what it is they have been writing about after they’ve done it.
It’s when it’s re-read and ultimately re-drafted that what it’s actually
about becomes clear and apparent. And it is then that the writer has
the opportunity to heighten and enhance those ideas and make even
more pertinent to the story world they’ve created. As Arthur Miller
once said, “When | discover what a play is about, | then type out in a
sentence what it is about, pin that sentence to my typewriter, and

make sure that everything is now about that.”
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Some more thoughts on planning or not planning...

“I always have a basic plot outline, but I like to leave some things
to be decided while | write.”
J.K. Rowling

“A few writers of established reputation and long experience opt to
go directly into script form. Most, however, find it pays to write a
full treatment. A few may indulge in a preliminary process,
especially when working in tandem — they will construct a ‘step
outline’. The step outline, a very useful operation, consists of a
numbered series of sentences or short paragraphs which describe a
sequence by sequence development of the script’s basic story line,
as well as its sub-plot.”

Edward Dmytryk, ON SCREEN WRITING

“Get the story structure in shape before starting to write the script.
You must at least know the beginning, the middle and how it ends.
Approximately, at least.”

Jonathan Lynn, COMEDY RULES

“The first sentence can’t be written until the final sentence is
written.”
Joyce Carol Oates, American writer who has had fifty-eight novels,
a number of plays and many volumes of short stories and poetry
published

[On the subject of a full treatment] “It is one of the anomalies of
the ‘movie business’ that at this stage the screenwriter, whose
techniques are quite different from those of the novelist, should
find it advantageous to write like one.”

Edward Dmytryk, ON SCREEN WRITING
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“Think of your story as a piece of thread. Where you cut in is the
point at which the lights come up on Act One. Where you cut out
will be your final curtain. (There may be a knot or two in the middle
to denote the intervals, too.)”

Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING
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Starting and Stopping

When story gurus talk about ‘beginnings’ and ‘ends’ they are
not usually referring to the opening scene or the last page. What
they mean, often as not, is the launch and conclusion of the action of
the story. However, where you start and where you stop, whether it
be the first line of your novel or final image of your screenplay, is
essential to your structure too.

THE SWIDGERS
—

“A book about Adventures in Time -
Past, Present and Future.
And in the future?
Well, the good news is that there is

{  THE SWIDGERS )
oy S

“My favourite character was Granny
because I thought she was funny.”

already a sequel on the way.”

William Palmer, author of
THE CONTRACT

The structure can be circular, stopping in some way how or

where you started. A question can start your story and a question
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can even be the final moment of your tale. Equally it can be
humorous, reflective or moralising. Or a surprise cliff-hanger.

The Swidgers Time Adventure series is a continuing story in
three parts. Book one stops but it doesn’t end, because there are still
books two and three to go. Yet the first in the series does still have a
complete action in that William discovers the secret of the Old Coach
Inn which then results in a cliff-edge battle for control of its future

and those who live there.

Some more thoughts and examples of starting and
stopping...

“OEDIPUS REX demonstrates, in one of its purest forms, the effect
of starting late. This strategy works — it only works, in fact — when it
involves ‘the past coming to life in the present and creating drama’

(as Arthur Miller’s playwriting tutor Kenneth Rowe taught him).”

David Edgar in HOW PLAYS WORK

‘Far out in the uncharted backwaters of the unfashionable end of
the western spiral arm of the Galaxy lies a small unregarded yellow
sun. Orbiting this at a distance of roughly ninety-two million miles

is an utterly insignificant little blue green planet whose ape-
descended life forms are so amazingly primitive that they still think
digital watches are a pretty neat idea.’
The opening lines of Douglas Adams’ novel THE HITCHHIKER’S
GUIDE TO THE GALAXY (1979)

‘1 got to light out for the territory ahead of the rest, because Aunt
Sally she’s going to adopt me and sivilize me, and | can’t stand it. |
been there before.’
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The closing lines of Mark Twain’s ADVENTURES OF HUCKLEBERRY
FINN (1884)

‘All children, except one, grow up. They soon know that they will
grow up, and the way Wendy knew was this. One day when she
was two years old she was playing in a garden, and she plucked
another flower and ran with it to her mother. | suppose she must
have looked rather delightful, for Mrs. Darling put her hand to her
heart and cried, “Oh, why can’t you remain like this for ever!”*
The opening lines to J.M. Barrie’s novel PETER AND WENDY (1911)
based on his play PETER PAN (1904)

“He was soon borne away by the waves, and lost in darkness and
distance.”
The last line of Mary SHELLEY’S FRANKENSTEIN; OR,
THE MODERN PROMETHEUS (1818)

‘The sweat wis lashing oafay Sick Boy; he wis trembling.’
The opening line of Irvine Welsh’s TRAINSPOTTING (1993)

“After all, tomorrow is another day.”’
The last line of Margaret Mitchell’s GONE WITH THE WIND (1936)

“Entropy is one of the most interesting aspects of our life as a
whole. We are born, certain things happen, and we die. The sexual
act is a perfectly good example. Things are called into motion that

did not heretofore exist and that demand some form of resolution...
and when it’s resolved, the life, the sexual act, the play, is done.
That’s how you know when it’s time to go home”

David Mamet, ON DIRECTING FILM

EoEeleEwE
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“The midpoint scene occurs just where you’d expect it — about
halfway through the script. Syd Field, in THE SCREENWRITER’S
WORKBOOK, says that it divides the story in half, introducing an
event or line of dialogue that helps structure Act Two. In my work
consulting on more than two thousand scripts and teaching many
of the best films, | don’t find a midpoint scene in every film. But
when I do find one, it functions as an excellent tool to help structure
a difficult second act.”

Linda Seger, MAKING A GOOD SCRIPT GREAT

‘Midpoints’ and ‘Book Ends’

In recent years there has been a trend towards creating stories
with ‘mirroring’ openings and closings, so that the story journey
concludes in some way where it began. A circular structure that is
‘book-ended’, if you will. Another modern vogue is to stress the
importance of the pivotal ‘midpoint’ in the narrative. As John Yorke
says in his book INTO THE WOODS, “Occurring almost exactly
halfway through any successful story, the midpoint is the moment
something profoundly significant occurs.” This story theory, as Linda

Seger points out, goes back to Sid Field.

THE SWIDGERS ) THE SWIDGERS

“Granny is a great creation and a

“The opening was really good and g A ¢ D magnificent character in every sense:
7 engaging, shocking, loveable, embarrassing,

got me immediately interested...
I really liked the story.”
Year 8

bright and very, very funny!
1It’s all very impressive!”
Alistair McGowan,
BAFTA winning writer and performer
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What you can say is that both midpoints and book ends offer a
certain neatness to a story’s structure, and there’s no doubt they
work, but they should never be prescriptive, for not every story is
shaped like that. Besides, what happens to the midpoint when you
cut two scenes in the first half screenplay or even a whole chapter in
the second half of your novel. The midpoint changes, and so does
that mean it’s now wrong and, like a child playing with weights on
scales, you have to keep rebalancing the script to keep your precious
midpoint in the right place? As for the fashion for the circular story
structure, which is particularly prevalent on weekend novel writing
courses, yes, it works for many stories but should you have to

fabricate book ends just because a story guru says so?

“I actually think I’'m probably more interested in structure than
most people who write screenplays, because I think about it.”
Charlie Kaufman, film director
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“Dialogue. This, for me, is the fun part, and the reward for all the
previous hard work. But as my late grandmother used to say, don’t
start on the pudding till you’ve eaten the main course.

Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING

So When Do You Put in the Dialogue?

Many writers do a detailed scene breakdown, sometimes
describing the actions and incidents moment by moment before they
ever attempt to put in the dialogue. This is particularly true of
playwrights and screenwriters. As Alan Ayckbourn says in his book
THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING, if you start writing dialogue
before any proper preparations “you’ll be like an upholsterer trying
to cover a piece of furniture which hasn’t yet been with designed, let
alone built.”

That said, some writers prefer, as it were, to put oil straight on
canvas, and start writing dialogue and character exchanges straight
away and then develop the narrative from these green shoots of
ideas. There’s no one method that all writers share. The danger,
however, with writing dialogue — which can take time and effort —is
that the writer becomes so tied to it, they become reluctant to cut it

later.

“The screenplay is the child not only of its mother, the silent film,
but also of its father, the drama.”
Terrence Rattigan, playwright and screenwriter
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“First learn to be a craftsman; it won’t keep you from being a
genius.”
Ferdinand Victor Eugéne Delacroix (1798-1863), French Romantic
artist

The Well-made Play

A word here about Eugene Scribe (1791-1861) who came up
with the concept of the piéce bien faite or the so-called well-made
play. The well-made play, like those classicists such as Racine who
took Aristotle’s ‘rules’ as a blueprint for all tragedies, insists on
certain strict dramatic and, arguably, artificial technical principles.
For example, in one type of plot in a well-made play there would be a
build-up of suspense from a misunderstanding that leads eventually
to a climactic scene in which all problems are resolved. Not
surprisingly, later critics and dramatists derided Scribe’s work for
prioritising the mechanics of playmaking over the reality of character
and motivation, though some writers, notably Arthur Pinero, and
more recently Terence Rattigan, have used Scribe’s technique to
great effect. Rattigan in particular, for examples, is one of the great
maters of exposition.

And it might be worth mentioning in the context of the well-

made play that the word is playwright and not playwriter, for ‘wright’
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comes from the Old English wryhta, meaning ‘maker’. And so you

might say that that which is made should at least be made well.

“Dramatic structure is not an arbitrary — or even a conscious —
invention. It is an organic codification of the human mechanism for
ordering information. Event, elaboration, dénouement; thesis,
antithesis thesis; boy meets girl, boy loses girl, boy gets girl; act
one, two, three.”

David Mamet, THREE USES OF KNIFE

‘There you are, Ariadne,’ said Robin. ‘The whole plot of your next
novel presented to you. All you’ll have to do is work in a few false
clues, and — of course — do the actual writing.’

From MRS MCGINTY’S DEAD by Agatha Christie
‘The Edgar Wallace Plot Wheel’ — Fact or Fiction?

When Stephen King was asked in an interview whether he used
modern scriptwriting software he replied, “Nah. Plot software is just
a high-tech version of Edgar Wallace’s plot wheel, invented in the
20s. | use what comes out of my head, or what | see happening

around me.” The Edgar Wallace Plot Wheel in fact features in King’s

short story “Dolan’s Cadillac” and King also wrote about it in his
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fascinating memoire ON WRITING (2000). But did the Edgar Wallace
Plot Wheel actually exist or it is just another ‘tall tale’ or ‘urban
myth’? Well, the answer seems to be ‘Yes’ and ‘No’.

Richard Horatio Edgar Wallace (1 April 1875 — 10 February
1932) was a British writer who was born illegitimate and into poverty
in Victorian London. Wallace left school at the age of twelve, joined
the army at twenty-one and later became a war correspondent
during the Boer War for the Daily Mail. With a great deal of life
experience behind him but also in considerable debt, Wallace
returned to London from South Africa and began scribbling a few
thrillers to make a bit of quick money. However, these were so
successful that he went on to make a career out of his stories,
writing around one hundred-and-seventy novels, nearly a thousand
short stories and numerous stage works and screenplays. In total,
Wallace sold over fifty million copies of his combined works in
various editions. In fact, Wallace was so prolific it became a standing
joke that if a friend telephoned him and was told Edgar was writing a
novel, the friend would simply reply, “Oh that’s okay, I'll stay on the
line till he’s finished!”

But what of that plot wheel?

What can be said of Edgar Wallace is that by using variations
and combinations of essentially the same plot twists and turns, he
kept his readers rapt —and did so for many decades — but there was

probably no ‘Plot Wheel’ as such. For that we have to look to Erle
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Stanley Gardner, the writer of the Perry Mason stories (Erle Stanley
Gardner, incidentally, was no relation to the novelist John Gardner,
author of ON BECOMING A NOVELIST.) And here there is some
evidence of actual Plot Wheels, for Erle Stanley Gardner had a
compendium of a ‘Wheel of Blind Trials’, a ‘Wheel of Hostile Minor
Characters’, a ‘Wheel of Solutions’, and a ‘Wheel of Complicating
Circumstances’. However, what changes every week in the Perry
Mason stories is the psychological nature and motivation of the

characters.

; —
THE SWIDGERS THE SWIDGERS

“Grabs you from the beginning

“It was a really good book with really
imaginative twists... It was a real
page turner and I look forward to

reading the next in the ‘Swidgers!””

and doesn’t let go.”

Rory Bremner, BAFTA winning
writer and performer

Those who are fans of COLUMBO soon begin to recognise the
similarity of certain plot scenarios and moments, particularly the way
Columbo eventually proves the murderer did it. Sometimes it’s
physical evidence putting the killer at the scene of the crime, other
times it’s the manner in which Columbo tricks the murderer into
giving himself away. There are episodes where the perfect alibi is
broken by something extraneous in the timeline, plus plot lines
where the person murdered left behind incriminating evidence to

convict their killer. There are variations where Columbo intentionally
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arrests someone close to the murderer, thereby putting emotional
pressure on the real killer to confess, and stories too when a murder
can’t be proved until the body is found and so Columbo has to trick
the murderer into revealing it. It’s never quite the same, but, as with
Edgar Wallace and Erle Stanley Gardner, there are repeating story
tropes. That said, the true joy of COLUMBO for fans is the detective’s
ramshackle and seemingly unassuming character and the way he
gets under the skin of each killer. Human beings are infinitely
different, we each have our own psychology, so even if the series has
a Plot Wheel of sorts, it’s the relationship between the cat and the
mouse that ultimately makes COLUMBO such an evergreen

favourite.

“George M. Cohan fixed what he correctly understood to be a first
act deficient in interest by having the hero enter, remove a pistol
from his coat, look around to make sure he was un observed, and
put the pistol in a bureau drawer.”
Stephen King

Some more thoughts on structure...

“Character is a metaphor for a human being and story is metaphor
for life.”



46

Robert McKee, STORY: SUBSTANCE, STRUCTURE, STYLE, AND THE
PRINCIPLES OF SCREENWRITING

“The bricks are the same in all building, but not all buildings are the
same.”
Ennio Morricone, composer

“Actors talk about the ‘arc of the film’ or the ‘arc of the
performance’. It doesn’t exist on stage. It’s not there. The
performance takes care of both. The ‘arc of the performance,’ the
act of controlling, of doling out emotion here and withholding
emotion there, just doesn’t exist.”

David Mamet, ON DIRECTING FILM

“Life is chaotic and meaningless, and you have to find your
meaning. You must find the answer, you can’t just live. That’s the
point of story: helping you find your meaning in life.”
Robert McKee

“He who combines the useful and the pleasing wins out by both
instructing and delighting the reader.”
Horace, EPISTOLAS AD PISONES DE ARS POETICA

“Dramatic structure is not an arbitrary-or even a conscious-
invention. It is an organic codification of the human mechanism for
ordering information. Event, elaboration, denouement; thesis,
antithesis, synthesis; boy meets girl, boy loses girl, boy gets girl; act
one, two, three.”

David Mamet, playwright

“Structure usually inspires one of two emotions: fear or loathing.
The fearful know there are rules, but they don’t know what those
rules are, and they definitely don’t want to talk about it. The
loathers think that structure is for nerds. It’s boring and uncreative.
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They see playwrights as artists, not technicians. They also don’t
want to talk about it.”

Stephen Jeffreys, PLAYWRITING: STRUCTURE, CHARACTER, HOW
AND WHAT TO WRITE

ot 5 _ —
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“I thoroughly enjoyed reading

“Steve Nallon is an experienced and formidable
this book due to the amazing ** * ** talent and this departure into YA fantasy may
win him a whole new generation of fans.”

storyline, character, humour and

aoia » Jenny Lecoat, screenwriter of
general style of writing. ***** e
Year 10
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Practical Story Structures

“A story should have a beginning, a middle and an end, but not
necessarily in that order.”
Jean-Luc Godard, film maker

The Tripartite Structure

You’ll find the Rule of Three or Tripartite Structure in rhetoric —
Veni, vidi, vici (‘l came, | saw, | conquered.’) You'll find the Rule of
Three in comedy — “There was an Englishman, an Irishman and a
Welshman...” YoU’ll find the Rule of Three in everyday language —
‘wine, women and song’ (technically this is called a hendiatris). And,
of course, you find the Rule of Three very much there in Story Theory
— boy meets girl, boy loses girl, boy gets girl. Here, if you will, are just
a few examples of the Tripartite Structure that have been offered by
various story gurus:

Suffering. Struggle. Overcoming.
Departure. Fulfilment. Return.
Setup. Confrontation. Resolution.
State. Elaborate. Resolve.

Born. Live. Die.
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Thesis. Anti-thesis. Synthesis.
Problem. Journey. Solution.
Interruption. Separation. Reconnection.

Strictly speaking these are not Beginnings, Middles and Ends as
defined in terms of Inciting Incident, Rising Action or Climax or as set
out by Aristotle, where a basic definition of Beginning, Middle and
End would be that a Beginning is that which requires nothing to
precede it, and End is that which requires nothing to follow it and the
Middle is that which requires something both before and after it.
However, the Tripartite Structure offers different ways of seeing
Beginnings, Middles and Ends — not just in terms of action begun and

completed but also as a structure in terms of shape or ‘Acts’.
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“It was a really good book with really ‘ “Grabs you from the beginning
imaginative twists... It was a real and doesn’t let go.”

page turner and I look forward to Rory Bremner, BAFT'A winning

reading the next in the ‘Swidgers!”” writer and performer

Some more thoughts on the tripartite structure...

“The beginning, middle, and end are parodied, reversed, and
hidden by modernism, but not abandoned.”
Mason Cooley, American literary academic
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“The beginning isn’t simply the first in a series of events, but the
originating event of all that follows. The middle isn’t just the next
event, but the story’s central struggle. And the ending isn’t just the
last event, but the culminating event.”

Steven James, author and writer

“That is what | define as a novel: something that has a beginning, a

middle and an end, with characters and a plot that sustain interest

from the first sentence to the last. But that is not what | do at all.”
Guillermo Cabrera Infante

“You’re searching, Joe,

For things that don’t exist; | mean beginnings.
Ends and beginnings — there are no such things.
There are only middles.”

Robert Frost, from the poem In the Home Stretch

‘A dream is a wish your heart makes
When you’re fast asleep
In dreams you will lose your heartaches
Whatever you wish for, you keep
Have faith in your dreams and someday
Your rainbow will come smiling through
No matter how your heart is grieving
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If you keep on believing
The dream that you wish will come true.’
‘A Dream is a Wish Your Heart Makes’, songwriters, Mack David,
Jerry Livingston and Al Hoffman from CINDERELLA

George Abbott’s Cinderella Structure

George Francis Abbott (June 25, 1887 — January 31, 1995) was
an American theatre producer, director, playwright, screenwriter and
film director whose career spanned eight decades. On Broadway he
directed THE BOYS FROM SYRACUSE (1938), PAL JOEY (1940): ON
THE TOWN (1944), 1950: CALL ME MADAM (1950), A TREE GROWS
IN BROOKLYN (1951), WONDERFUL TOWN (1953), THE PYJAMA
GAME (1954), 1955: DAMN YANKEES (1955) and A FUNNY THING
HAPPENED ON THE WAY TO THE FORUM (1962). According to
Jonathan Lynn in his book COMEDY RULES, George Abbott’s theory
was that all plays are Cinderella. “What is Cinderella? She wants
something. She can’t get it. She gets it. She loses. She gets it. You
remember WHOSE LIFE IS IT ANYWAY, with the man, the
guadriplegic, lying in bed, wanting to die? He wants them to switch
[life support machine] off. They won’t do it. They agree to it. He loses
in court. He appeals, wins and dies. Cinderella!”

We do often talk about a ‘Cinderella story’, usually meaning
some sort of rags-to-riches tale. And it’s probably the world’s

favourite story and can be found across many genres, particularly the
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musical. Think MY FAIR LADY, ANNIE, OLIVIER!, ME AND MY GIRL,
HALF A SIXPENCE, SALLY, 42" STREET AND THE SOUND OF MUSIC.
But you will also find the Cinderella structure in many sport stories
such as in CINDERELLA MAN (2005), the American biographical
sports drama, titled after the nickname of world heavyweight boxing
champion, James J. Braddock. And you might here include HUSTLE
(2022), though in that movie there are joint protagonists in the
young basket player and the sports coach. MRS. HARRIS GOES TO
PARIS, a modern Cinderella tale but with the twist of a false prince,
has its focus on the transformational power of the ball gown itself.
Towards the end of the tale the dress is accidently destroyed but
then comes the twist and it is replaced by something even better.
Apparent defeat, as in every Cinderella story, eventually turns to
triumph.

However, the point Abbott makes isn’t so much about
Cinderella as such or even rags-to-riches tales but rather the
structural progression from want, to can’t have, to getting and then
not getting and, finally, getting. Those stages, and the many
variations therein, together make up the essential structure of many
a story. And, you might add, it’s a structure that often reflects life

itself.

ARCHIE: You seem different.
Mrs. Harris: ‘Haute couture’, you know.
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ARCHIE: Is it not?
MRS. HARRIS: Hmm.
ARCHIE: But it’s not the frock. It’s lovely and all, but it’s you. You’re
just beautiful.’
From MRS. HARRIS GOES TO PARIS, directed by Anthony Fabian,
with screenplay by Carroll Cartwright and Anthony Fabian, based
on the novel by Paul Gallico

MYTH STORY | TALE | SAGA
.

“Stories are the creative conversion of life itself into a more
powerful, clearer, more meaningful experience.”
Robert McKee

Robert McKee’s Concept of Structure

Robert McKee is the most read and arguably the most
influential of all the modern story gurus. “Have you been McKee-
ed?” was a question the playwright Ken Campbell would often ask
his fellow theatre practitioners. There was a time when everyone
who worked in BBC drama was sent on McKee’s legendary three day
Story Seminar, but it’s in Hollywood and the movie world in general
where his influence has been most strongly felt.

In his seminars and in his book STORY: SUBSTANCE,
STRUCTURE, STYLE, AND THE PRINCIPLES OF SCREENWRITING Robert
McKee suggest that there are three basic narrative structures and he

calls these the classical, the anti-classical and the minimalist, where
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minimalist is a simplified variation of the classical and anti-classical is
an inversion of it.

McKee says that the classical structure is always rational, has
causality where one thing logically leads to another, and finally there
is closure that is absolute and irreversible. Usually there is a single
protagonist and an opposing antagonist which results in conflict.
Despite these forces the protagonist actively seeks their goal and in
achieving that goal will go through some sort of inner change which
results in their life values being altered. The character of the
protagonist is likely to be flawed but not so much that the audience
or reader is unable to connect with them. The tale that is told will be
consistent and always meet genre expectations. When considering
these criteria it’s easy to see that McKee’s idea of structure is not
that dissimilar to the theories put forward in Aristotle’s famous
POETICS and McKee acknowledges this throughout his Story

Seminar.
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“I thoroughly enjoyed reading
this book due to the amazing
storyline, character, humour and

“Steve Nallon is an experienced and formidable
talent and this departure into YA fantasy may
win him a whole new generation of fans.”

Jenny Lecoat, screenwriter of
ANOTHER MOTHER’S SON

general style of writing.”

In general terms what McKee is talking about is what is

sometimes called ‘The Grand Narrative’. Philosophically the Grand
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Narrative presents a tale where we can believe we are better than
we are. It’s a positive way of seeing the world and how it works, or
perhaps more accurately how we would like the world to be. At the
moment of crisis in such stories we go deep inside ourselves and
somehow we find the capacity to be the person we’ve always strived
and wanted to be. And if we have to make sacrifices to achieve that,

don’t worry, it’ll be worth it.
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“One of the things that makes the book Steve Nallon has always been very

so original is the mixture of fantasy, good at everything he’s done but this
sci-fi, adventure and comedy, so you first novel could be his finest hour!”

never know what to expect next.” Alistair McGowan,

BAFTA winning writer and performer

So that’s the classical structure. In his Story Seminar McKee
then looks at alternatives to this Grand Narrative way of thinking.
First, there’s what he calls the anti-classical structure. The anti-
classical structure, which in its way still has its own form of
structuring, is not based on rationality or reason but rather anarchic
senselessness. There may be many protagonists rather than the
traditional hero. And when there is just the one, he is more often
than not an unlikeable and unsympathetic anti-hero. As for narrative
drive, well, this may not always be clear and along the way there
could be many digressions and temporal distortions. There is, in

other words, no dramatic unity of time and place. The ending may
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not be obvious either and we may even be presented with several
versions of what might happen. Plus there is likely to be non-
diegetic intrusive (stuff from outside the story world) and inter-
textuality (characters from other stories that keep popping up). And
if it’s a movie we’re talking about, the editing is likely to be abrupt
and include non--continuity jump-cuts

Whereas the classical structure reinforces the idea of the
ultimate triumph of the individual, the anti-classical structure
unsettles us by saying life rarely works out as we want it to and, if
truth be known, few of us have any inner capabilities we can draw on
in a crisis. The world, you see, doesn’t make sense, nor does it have a
purpose. There are no neat closures and life is forever inconsistent.
And if you want to understand the difference between classical and
anti-classical structure simply watch THE WIZARD OF OZ followed by
David Lynch’s WILD AT HEART.
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McKee then looks at what he calls the minimalist structure.
This, he says, is basically the classical structure but in a minimal form.

Conflict tends to be more internal than external and the protagonist
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is less active in the sense of pursuing a clear goal. The change is likely
to be small yet significant. The ending itself could well be left open or
ambiguous. Some example of minimalist structure in the movies
would be HUD (1963), THE LAST PICTURE SHOW (1971),
L’AVVENTURA (1960) and ORDINARY PEOPLE (1980).

Robert McKee’s critics say that he is too regimented in his
thinking. This is perhaps unfair because face-to-face he’ll tell you that
all his categories have shades of grey. Yet the classical structure is
still, as it were, the blueprint from which we derive the others and
this way of thinking does perhaps lessen the
anarchic/queer/challenging/intrusive Story as a way of seeing the
world in its own right. If anything, creating meaning though dramatic
unity — which isn’t how life works in reality — should be the deviation,

and not the other way round.

“Story isn’t a flight from reality but a vehicle that carries us on our
search for reality.”
Robert McKee

“The overwhelming majority of stories are based on a need, a
problem, or an unusual situation, or all three of these elements
combined. An easily understood example would be the average
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‘private eye’ melodrama. The problem is usually the commission of
a crime — homicide, robbery, or a mysterious disappearance. The
need is to solve the problem — to clear the innocent, to catch the

killer, the thief, or the blackmailer, to recover the missing person or

the loot. The situations are developed to set up conflict, to deepen
the mystery and/or suspense, and to give the protagonist ‘man-
size’ obstacles to conquer.”
Edward Dmytryk, ON SCREEN WRITING

Problem, Need, Situation and Solution

Edward Dmytryk’s outline of the classic private eye story sets
out the essential structure of most stories. Something happens that’s
a problem and so someone needs to put that right by doing
something about it. It won’t be easy and difficult situations will arise
that create conflict and even danger, but when the problem is finally
solved, well, that’s when the story’s action essentially comes to an

end.

“Conflict. This word, this concept, appears again and again in every
dramatic form — man against man, man against nature, good
against evil, or even bad against worse.”

Edward Dmytryk, ON SCREEN WRITING

EoEEEEE
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Spine, noun. The line of bones down the centre of the back that
provides support for the body and protects the spinal cord.
THE CAMBRIDGE DICTIONARY
The ‘Spine’ of a Story’s Structure

‘Spine’ is arguably the simplest and most useful metaphor
when considering the idea of story structure. Our bodily spine is
what after all holds us upright and without it we would collapse —
and so without a ‘spine’ would a plot.

Although thinking about ‘story spine’ is an abstract concept, it’s
useful to keep in mind the physiological reality of those skeleton
bones, discs and central cord that keeps us alive and moving, for as
in our bodies, every aspect of the whole connects to ‘spine’ —and so
too does every aspect of the story. And as a metaphor the story
spine it isn’t that different from David Lodge’s observation in THE
ART OF FICTION that “the structure of a narrative is like the
framework of girders that holds up a modern high-rise building: you
can’t see it, but it determines the edifice’s shape and character.”

If you follow Edward Dmytryk’s outline of a basic tale then the
spine is the line from the problem through to the solution by means
of an action that comes from the need. If, on the other hand, you are
thinking of the underlying myth of a story (sometimes called mythical
infra-narrative) then that original myth/story would be the spine. For
example, running through E.T. THE EXTRA TERRESTRIAL is the Judo-

Christian mythos of Christ coming to Earth. You can also have a
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theme based story spine, for example, in order to love you must first
learn to love yourself which is the key to many redemption stories
such as BEAUTY AND THE BEAST and GROUNDHOG DAY. Spine can
also be used to describe an episodic tale or one structured on a

series of self-revelations.
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“A dazzling piece of fiction.”

“The characters were well crafted, with
every character being given unique
appearances, behaviours and traits. This

Jonathan Maitland, playwright and
made the book all the more enlertaining.”

presenter of ITV's TONIGHT

In Aristotelian terms spine is the completeness of the unity of
action. Key aspects here are that the action is connected and causal,
that the action is self-containment and involves closure, that it is
probable and necessary, that the events happen to a single person
and that nothing can be removed without changing the whole. The
plot action must not be drawn out beyond its potential and only
causal actions appropriate to the story being told should be included.

A character based way of looking at spine would be, borrowing
a phrase from Stanislavski, to find the super-objective. Characters in
dramas have both conscious and unconscious wants and the
‘through line’ to the ‘super objective’ is what connects those wants

to the ultimate goal.
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“The inner essence, the all-embracing goal, the objective of all
objectives, the concentration of the entire score of the role, of all its
major and minor units. The super-objective contains the meaning,
the inner sense, of all the subordinate objectives of the play. In
carrying out this one super-objective you have arrived at something
even more important, super-conscious, ineffable, which is the spirit
of [the writer] himself, the thing that inspired him to write and
which inspires an actor to act.”

Konstantine Stanislavski
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“I really enjoyed the book and I thought , “From the very start, it is intriguing,
the main character was unusual and interesting. : \ 1 innovative, snappy and witty.”
I really wanted to find out why he had the ¢ g2
strange powers and discover his history.” Alistair McGowan,
0 | BAFTA winning writer and performer
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What Does a Plot Need to be a Plot?

“In the first act get your principal character up a tree; in the second
act, throw stones at him; in the third, get him down gracefully.”
Anonymous, writing in the Bridgeport Herald in 1897 but has
subsequently been attributed to numerous writers, including
George Abbot, George F. Kaufman and Vladimir Nobokov

So, How Do You Define ‘The Plot’?

Plot is one of those terms like form and genre that people often
use and define very differently. The story theorist Robert McKee
sums up plot simply as “the writer’s choice of events and their design
in time.” Another story thinker, John Truby, says something similar,
but expands the idea of plot by saying it is “the under-the-surface
weaving of various lines of action or sets of events so that the story
builds steadily from the beginning through the middle to the end.”
German writer and novelist, Gustav Freytag (1816 — 1895), divided
plot in five different parts consisting of 1) exposition then conflict, 2)
rising action, 3) climax, 4) falling action, and, ultimately, 5)

denouement. This theory, because of its shape, became known as
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‘Gustav’s Pyramid’ or, as it is often called nowadays. ‘The Story
Mountain”. However, it was one of the first modern story gurus, Syd
Field, who introduced into the idea of the plot ‘paradigm’.

Field talked of the three act structure, essentially dividing those
acts into what he called ‘Set-up, Confrontation and Resolution’,
which isn’t that different from that idea of getting your character up
that tree, throwing stones at him and then getting him gracefully
down again. Field also talked of a plot in terms of ‘plot points’, and
he defined a plot point as being “any incident, episode, or event that
hooks into the action and spins it around in another direction.” And
for Field the two main plots points were Inciting Incident and the
climax, whereas lesser ones he called ‘pinch points’. Some story
gurus still use the term ‘pinch points’ but most now follow Robert

McKee and talk in terms of ‘turning points’.
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“I really enjoyed the book and I thought ‘ “THE TIME THAT NEVER WAS is the

the main character was unusual and interesting. marvellous story of a boy growing up with a
I really wanted to find out why he had the very special power... exciting, often
strange powers and discover his history.” very funny and always gripping.”

William Palmer,
author of THE CONTRACT

There are then many ways of thinking and talking about what a
plot is. However, perhaps instead of trying to find an all

encompassing definition of ‘Plot’, or even what it looks like, perhaps
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it might be better to ask ‘What does a plot require in order to be a

plot?’

Some more thoughts of what a plot is...

“Considerations of plot do a great deal of heavy lifting when it
comes to long-form narrative — readers will overlook the most ham-
fisted prose if only a writer can make them long to know what
happens next.”

Lynn Coady, Canadain novelist and journalist

“Like a lot of writers, | just got sick to death of conventional fiction.
I absolutely couldn’t stand the illusion of reality and plot. | just
couldn’t stomach it.”

Jane Alison, Australian author

“The Rising Movement - The action has been started; the chief
persons have shown what they are; the interest has been
awakened. Mood, passion, involution have received an impulse in a
given direction.”

Gustav Freytag, DIE TECHNIK DES DRAMAS

“All drama is conflict. Without conflict, there is no action. Without
action, there is no character. Without character, there is no story.
And without story, there is no screenplay.”

Syd Field, story guru

| VTR T QLLLL
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“But really, if you ask me, there is only one kid of plot. One. Stuff
happens. That’s it.”
Nora Raleigh Baskin

What Does a Plot Needs to be a Plot?

oy

John le Carré once said that “‘The cat sat on the mat’ is not the
beginning of a story, but ‘The cat sat on the dog’s mat’is.” What
perhaps he was hinting at was that as soon as the dog whose mat it
was comes along, there’s bound to be some sort of conflict. And that
would be the beginning of a story. And so conflict and a beginning
become our first two requirements of plot.

But in the battle between the cat and the dog which is the
protagonist and which is the antagonist? The cat, who initiates the
potential conflict by sitting on the dog’s mat, could in a way be said
to be the antagonist in that the dog, who as to figure out a way of
getting his mat back again that then leads to action, might be said to
be the protagonist. In story terms then, the easiest way to establish
the protagonist is ask “‘Whose mission is it?” And in this case it’s the
dog’s. Having said that, isn’t it possible to argue a case for the cat
being the protagonist, in that the cat had its own proactive action
when taking over the dog’s mat? So perhaps then who is protagonist
and who is antagonist depends on where you start your story? Yet at
the time the cat took over the mat it faced no opposition. No conflict

—and plot needs conflict. So let’s stick to the idea of ‘the mission’ is

what defines the protagonist and add to that the necessity of
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someone — feline or otherwise — trying to prevent or stop that
mission from being accomplished, namely the antagonist. There is of
course also the issue of which is hero and which is villain. Well, in
some ways that very much depends on your opinion of dogs and
cats.

All this may seem a little pedantic and even silly but it’s
important to make the point that protagonist and antagonist are not
necessarily equivalent to hero and villain. Protagonist and antagonist
are essentially morally neutral terms. Anyway, in the battle of cat
and dog, no matter whose side you’re on, a protagonist and an
antagonist are both certainly necessary for a plot. And so together
protagonist and antagonist are our next two requirements.

In his series of lectures on the novel, E.M. Forster defined a
story as “a narrative of events in their time-sequence.” He then
added, “‘The king died and then the queen died’ is a story. ‘The king
dies, and then the queen died of grief is a plot. The time-sequence is
preserved, but the sense of causality overshadows it.” ‘The king died
and then the queen died’ is a simple statement of fact, one thing
happened and then another thing happened. But when you say ‘The
king dies, and then the queen died of grief’ you are constructing a
relationship between one and the other. You are in effect making
one a direct consequence of the other. And so causality, or causally
linked events, where one thing happens because of whatever came

before it, becomes our next requirement of plot.
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“When I was reading the book I “This brilliant story whizzes along and follows

was there because I could PiCtl.H'C William’s transformation from nervy kid at the back
th ¢ 1 It like I of the class to fully fledged adventure hero.”
€ evenis So clear. was e

Sonia Beldom, author of
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was watching a movie... GRANNY FRANNY'S BIG RED BUS

The grandfather of all story gurus was Aristotle. He offered no
definition of ‘plot’ as such, but what he said of tragedy in POETICS
was this: “A tragedy, then, is the imitation of an action that is
serious, complete, and possessing magnitude.” There are quite a few
ideas to unpack there but let’s concentrate on ‘Action’. The word
Aristotle used for what we call action was the Greek word praxis.
Scholars dispute exactly what Aristotle meant by praxis, for there is
no true equivalent in English. However, perhaps the idea of a
‘purposeful striving toward a goal or a destination’ gets close. Action
then, as Aristotle uses the term in his full definition, refers to that
which is deliberately enacted at a scale and seriousness that will in
time result in the completion of that which is intended.

It’s important to understand that when talking about ‘Action’ in
this sense that action doesn’t mean just doing things, as a child might
when they run around and jump about. Nor is it what physically
happens on the stage or screen, be it a car chase or a sword fight.
No, Praxis/Action must have a motive and a goal. Or, to put it as

simply as possible, action needs a purposeful intent that leads to a
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conclusion. And so action, as defined as ‘purposeful intent’, is our
next requirement of plot.

An obvious thing to say as well about plot is that it must have a
beginning, middle and end. We’ve already mentioned ‘Beginning’ as
one of our requirements of plot, but now let’s take a more detailed

look as to what a ‘Beginning’ actually is.
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“Granny is a great creation and a
magnificent character in every sense:
engaging, shocking, loveable, embarrassing,

“The opening was really good and
got me immediately interested...
I really liked the story.”

bright and very, very funny!
It’s all very impressive!”
Alistair McGowan,
BAFTA winning writer and performer

The story guru Linda Seger came up with the idea of what she
called a catalyst event. Seger said that the “catalyst begins a story’s
action. Something happens —a crime occurs, a letter arrives, Aunt
Mary appears on the doorstep — and from that moment on the story
is defined. Until the catalyst kicks off the story, the only information
the audience has is where and when the film takes place. But once
an event happens, the story suddenly has focus and direction.”
However, is ‘something happens’ enough to define a beginning?
What if the crime occurs and everyone ignores it, or if that letter is
simply put in drawer and forgotten about or if poor Aunt Mary is told
to go home? Surely then each story comes to end before it has even

had a chance to begin?
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Perhaps though what Seger was driving at is that there has
been a change in things. A ‘disequilibrium’ has been created, if you
want to get technical with some story theory jargon. And if that
change/disequilibrium then leads to an action that has purposeful
intent — ‘we must solve the crime’, ‘we had better reply to that
letter’, ‘we must invite Aunt Mary to stay’ — then what you have then
is what Syd Field called the Inciting Incident. In other words, we have
a ‘trigger for action’. And since the ‘Action’ has now begun, we now
have what we can call ‘Beginning’. So let’s now more clearly define
our beginning as an inciting incident resulting from a catalyst event
that has brought about some sort of change in things.

But a ‘beginning’, at least in story terms, implies that which also
follows a beginning, namely a ‘middle’ and ‘end’. So what of those?
When we talk about ‘end’ in story terms what we mean is the climax
of the plot rather than simply where the story stops. The word climax
comes from the Greek word klimax, meaning ladder. And the
reaching of the top of a ladder is a useful thought to bear in mind
when considering the concept of what an ending is, for an ending is
the apex or pinnacle where there is simply nowhere further to go.

Aristotle, in one of his more simple phrases, said that an ‘End’ is
something “after which nothing else can occur”. Robert McKee said
essentially the same thing when he defined the climax as that “which
brings about an absolute and irreversible change.” And for McKee,

whatever it is that changes, changes in such a way that it cannot be
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unchanged. And McKee also pointed out that the climax must
directly relate to the incited incident that brought about the action

that now leads to the goal/destination/task being completed.
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Let’s go back to that cat on that mat. If the dog kills the cat that
sat on its mat, then obviously that cat can never sit on that dog’s mat
again. And so climax, as defined as an irreversible change that allows
nothing to follow it, becomes our next requirement for plot. And
while we’re at it, let’s say that the ‘middle’ is everything that
happens in between the initial Inciting Incident and the ultimate
climax. In the battle for the mat, the cat wants to keep the mat, the
dog wants to regain it. And since both dogs and cats can be very
territorial, it’s fair to say neither will give the mat up easily. Plus cats
and dogs are clever, and inevitably they’ll find ways to prevent the
other from getting what they want. These you might call ‘obstacles
to action’ and in stories the action of overcoming those
obstacles/barriers/impediments is what often makes up the ‘Middle’.

But that poor cat — does it have to die? Probably not. If the mat

is big enough perhaps the dog and cat could learn to share it. Or
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maybe it’s a continuing battle like TOM AND JERRY and one day the
cat wins the battle for the mat and on another day the dog does. The
end on these occasions would be when the dog or cat made a
permanent retreat. How that is achieved and established is up to the
inventive mind of the storyteller.

Anyway, we now have our essential plot requirements and they
are: protagonist/antagonist, conflict, causality, action (or purposeful
intent), catalyst event, inciting incident (or ‘beginning’), obstacles to

action and climax (or ‘end’).

“The word ‘plot’, as commonly accepted, conveys but an indefinite
meaning. Most persons think of it as of simple complexity... but the
greatest involution of incident will not result in plot; which,
properly defined, is that in which no part can be displaced without
ruin to the whole. It may be described as a building so dependently
constructed, that to change the position of a single brick is to
overthrow the entire fabric.”

Edgar Allan Poe in Graham’s Magazine, April, 1841 (with some of
the same ideas appearing in A CHAPTER OF SUGGESTIONS, written
in 1845)

CLARA: Now, what’s the plan?
DOCTOR: Who said I've got a plan?
CLARA: Course you’ve got a plan. You took that.
DOCTOR: Maybe I’'m an idiot.
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CLARA: You’re not. You’re clever. Really clever.
DOCTOR: Are you?
(He throws Clara the umbrella.)
DOCTOR: If I've got a plan, what is it? You tell me.
DOCTOR WHO, The Snowmen, written by Steven Moffat

The Plan of Action

But aren’t we skipping over something here? What about the
‘plot’ in the sense of the dog’s plan of action? Yes, that too is a ‘plot’
but when we talk or use the word ‘plot’ in that sense what we are
talking about specifically is a stratagem, project, scheme, ploy or
ruse. Think ‘Gunpowder Plot’ - Remember, remember, the fifth of
November, Gunpowder, treason and plot! Yet doesn’t our
‘purposeful intent towards a goal’ in a way cover that idea? Yes, but
what plan of action adds is method, for intentions are no good
without means. And so method becomes our final essential

requirement of plot.

“Your mission, should you choose to accept it...”
The self-destructing taped message heard each week in the 1960s
television the series MISSION: IMPOSSIBLE

e EE s
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“The writer is generous, too, in that, for all his mastery of
technique, he introduces only those techniques useful to the story:
he is the story’s servant, not a donzel for whom the story serves as

an excuse to show off pyrotechnics.”
John Gardner, ON BECOMING A NOVELIST (1983)
What Else is there a Writer can do the Enhance a Plot?

Of course there are many things that you could add that would
improve a plot and make it more interesting. An exciting hook at the
start to capture the attention of the reader or viewer. Give the Hero
some sort of psychological development. Maybe put in a surprising
revelation that sends the story in an unexpected direction — ‘the plot
thickens’, as they say. Maybe too you could throw in a deadline or a
literal ticking clock. And a dilemma, so that there’s no easy choice for
your heroine. Perhaps she should have a low point or crisis of
confidence. And throw in as well some sort of final showdown

between protagonist and antagonist.

THE SWIDGERS

“A book about Adventures in Time —
Past, Present and Future.
And in the future?
Well, the good news is that there is

e
(" THE SWIDGERS )

“My favourite character was Granny
because I thought she was funny.”

already a sequel on the way.”

William Palmer, author of

A more general point is that things should become

progressively more intense as the plot moves along. This can be



74

done, for example, by raising the stakes, burning bridges, creating
points of no return or simply putting your private people in public
spaces where their reputations can be won or lost.

The writer many find that the theme of their story is natural
justice or forbidden love or self-sacrifice — and once this is
understood that theme can be made clearer to enhance the
emotional intensity. The theme then becomes, if you like, a life
lesson you can take with you at the end.

Yes, all of these would certainly help a plot become a really
good plot. But be careful not to make your plotting devices too
obvious. For art is the concealment of art. As Billy Wilder said, “The
more subtle and elegant you are in hiding your plot points, the better

you are as a writer.”

“Entropy is a logical process towards the simplest, the most ordered
state. So is drama. | know the dictionary defines entropy as a
progression towards the most disordered state — but on this point, |
take issue with that most excellent book.”

David Mamet, ON DIRECTING FILM

MYTH STORY TALE SAGA







