
John Truby’s 22 Steps


1. Self-revelation, need and desire
· Here, we give the story a frame and an endpoint
· Questions to ask:
· What will my hero learn at the end?
· What does he know at the beginning?
· What is he wrong about at the beginning?



2. Ghost and story world
· Ghost: The essential information from the hero’s background that contributed to his current weakness
· Two kinds: 
· A hero who already has an event from the past that still haunts him (an internal opponent—a great fear keeping him from growing as a person)
· A hero who lives in a paradise world, but has a traumatic event happen that creates a ghost (which keeps him from growing as a person)

· Story world: The place your hero lives, and the arena within that place where the actual story happens.
· The story world should:
· Expose your hero’s weaknesses, needs, desires and obstacles
· Press hard against the hero’s ghost/painful backstory, making the hero’s weakness worse and making his actions increasingly harmful to others



3. Weakness and need
· Weakness: The hero has one or more character flaws that are so serious they are ruining his life. 
· Two forms:
· Psychological: All weaknesses are psychological (they are ruining the hero’s life)
· Moral: A weakness is also moral if it is ruining someone else’s life.

· Need: the thing the hero must fulfill in order to have a better life. 
· Problem: the trouble or crisis your hero faces at the very beginning of the story. He is aware of the crisis but doesn’t know how to solve it. The problem is usually an outgrowth of the hero’s weakness and is designed to quickly show that weakness to the audience. (Far less important than the hero’s weakness and need.)

· Openings: 
· Community Start: The character lives in a world where land, people and technology are in perfect harmony. The hero has no ghost, but is vulnerable to attack. The attack will come soon, either from without or within.

· Running Start (generally the best approach): The hero has a strong ghost, lives in a world that worsens his weaknesses, has a number of serious weaknesses, has both a psychological and a moral need, and faces one or more problems.

· Slow Start: Begins with a purposeless hero. The hero’s self-revelation is to learn his true desire. The first three-quarters of the story have no goal, and the story has no narrative drive (the hero has no reason to go anywhere or do anything). A huge structural flaw that few stories can overcome. 



4. Inciting event
· An event from the outside that causes the hero to come up with a goal and take action.
· At the beginning of the story, the hero is typically paralyzed in some way, unable to act to solve his problem and address his need.
· The inciting event jump-starts the hero out of his paralysis and forces him to act.
· The best inciting event makes your hero think he has beaten the problem he faced at the beginning, but in fact is a signal that he is about to get into the worst trouble of his life.



5. Desire
· The desire is what the hero wants at any given point.
· Make sure that in the beginning, the hero’s desire for the goal is fairly low, so it has a chance to build as the character struggles to meet his need.

· The desire will change as the hero is forced closer to the decision to overcome his weakness (or surrender to it).

· Levels of desire (lowest being level one, allowing for no story complexity):
1. Survive
2. Take revenge
3. Win the battle
4. Achieve something
5. Explore a world
6. Catch a criminal
7. Find the truth
8. Gain love
9. Bring justice and freedom
10. Save the republic
11. Save the world




6. Ally or allies
· Characters who will help the hero overcome the opponent and reach his goal.
· Not simply a sounding board for the hero’s views (although that’s an easy way to demonstrate the hero’s wrong view of himself and his behavior).
· Longer stories give the ally his own “desire line” (the ally pursues his own goal).
· Never make an ally more interesting than the hero.

· Subplot (John Truby’s definition):
· A second story involving a different main character who is not an ally.
· This second story must combine smoothly with the main plot by the end of the story.
· Tends to work best with romances, as the “boy meets girl / boy loses girl / boy gets girl” plotline isn’t particularly complex on its own.




7. Opponent and/or mystery
· Opponent: The character who wants to prevent the hero from reaching his goal.

· Ask these questions:
· Who wants to stop the hero from getting what he wants, and why?
· What does the opponent want? (Opponent and hero should compete for the same goal.)
· What are the opponent’s values, and how do they differ from the hero’s? (A story without a conflict of values, as well as characters, cannot build.)

· The best opponent is a necessary one: the character best able to attack the great weakness of your hero. 
· Your hero will be forced either to overcome that weakness or else be destroyed.

· The opponent should be complex and as valuable as the hero
· The opponent is always some form of double of the hero, for comparison and contrast:
· Give the opponent some strong similarities to the hero, so the hero is not perfectly good, and the opponent is not perfectly evil.

· The opponent has weaknesses that are causing him to act wrongly toward others and prevent him from having a better life
· The opponent has a need based on those weaknesses

· The opponent must want something, preferably the same goal as the hero

· The opponent should have great power, status or ability, in order to put pressure on the hero, set up a final battle and drive the hero to ultimate success (or failure)

· The opponent should have values that oppose the value of the hero.
· These represent the opponent’s view of what makes life good.
· Through the conflict with the hero, the audience sees which way of life is superior.

· Make the opponent feel he has chosen the right path
· Make the opponent attempt to morally justify his actions

· The opponent must have a natural reason to stay in proximity to the hero.

· Make your opponent as dangerous as possible:
1. Create a hierarchy of opponents with a number of allies. All the opponents are working together against the hero. The main opponent sits at the top of the pyramid, with all the other opponents below him.
2. Hide the hierarchy from the hero, and hide each opponent’s true agenda.
3. Reveal all this information in pieces and at an increasing pace over the course of the story, with more reveals near the end.
4. Consider having your hero go up against an obvious opponent early in the story. As events progress, have the hero discover attacks from a stronger, hidden opponent.

· Mystery: There are two main reasons opponent and mystery are closely related:
1. A mysterious opponent is more difficult to defeat.
a. In good stories, the hero has a two-part task: to uncover the opponent, and then defeat him. This makes the hero’s success a far greater accomplishment.
2. In certain kinds of stories, particularly detective and thrillers, there must be a mystery to compensate for a missing opponent. 
3. Since detective stories intentionally hide the opponent, the audience needs something to replace the ongoing conflict between hero and opponent. 
4. In this type of story, you introduce the mystery at about the time you would normally introduce the opponent.




8. Fake-ally opponent
· The character who appears to be an ally of the hero, but in fact is an opponent or working for the opponent. 
· Increases the main opponent’s power, because this aspect of his power is hidden.

· Valuable because he’s inherently complex.
· Through proximity to the hero, he becomes torn by a dilemma: he works for the opponent but wants the hero to win.




9. First revelation and decision: changed desire and motive
· The hero gets a surprising new piece of information, which is so important it forces him to make a decision and move in a new direction. 
· Also causes him to adjust his desire (choose a new goal) and motive (the reason he wants the goal).

· An average novel (or memoir) plot has a minimum of seven reveals.

· Keep in mind:
· The best reveals are those wherein the hero gets new information about an opponent.
1. The changed desire must be a modified form of the original, not a completely new desire.
2. Each revelation must be explosive and progressively stronger than the one which preceded it.
3. Each reveal should also build on the one before.
4. With each reveal, the story picks up speed.
5. Each reveal must build the intensity, or the plot will stall.



10. Plan
· A set of guidelines and strategies the hero will use to overcome his opponent and reach his current goal.
· The plan should initially fail.
· The opponent is too strong at this point in the story.
· The hero needs to dig deep and come up with a better strategy, one that takes into account the power and weapons at the opponent’s disposal.

· Training as a plot technique:
· An important part of certain genres, such as sports and war stories, and caper stories (usually involving a heist). 
· If included, it will probably come right after the plan and before the main action and conflict begins.




11.  Opponent’s plan and main counterattack
· The opponent comes up with a strategy to get the goal and begins to execute a line of attack against the hero.
· Devise a detailed plan for the opponent that includes as many hidden attacks as possible.

· The more intricate the opponent’s plan, and the better you hide it, the better your plot will be.




12. Drive
· The series of actions the hero performs to defeat the opponent and win. 
· Usually the biggest section of the plot.
· Begins with the hero’s initial plan and continues all the way to his apparent defeat.

· At this point, the opponent is too strong, so the hero is losing.
· The hero becomes desperate and often starts taking immoral steps to win. 
· This should be plot development, not repetition; make the hero react to new information about the opponent and adjust his strategy and course of action accordingly.



13. Attack by ally
· During the drive, the hero is losing to the opponent and becoming desperate. When he starts taking immoral steps to succeed, the ally confronts him.
· The ally becomes the hero’s conscience (“I’m trying to help you attain your goal, but the way you’re doing things is wrong.”)

· The hero typically tries to defend his actions and doesn’t accept his ally’s criticism.

· The ally’s attack increases the pressure on the hero and forces him to begin questioning his values and actions.




14. Apparent defeat
· About two-thirds to three-quarters through the story, the hero appears to lose to the opponent.
· The hero believes he has lost and the opponent has attained the goal.
· This is not a small or temporary setback; it’s a devastating moment for the hero.
· This is the hero’s rock-bottom.

· The audience must also feel that the hero has lost everything.

· There should only be one apparent defeat, otherwise the story will lack shape and dramatic power.

· Exception: In tragedies, where the hero ends worse off than he began or dies, this is reversed; the hero appears to win it all.
· The hero may also enter a locale or attain a level of power that affords temporary freedom.
· After this point, everything goes downhill, and the success begins a process that will end in death and destruction.




15. Second revelation and decision, obsessive drive, changed desire and motive
· Second revelation: The hero gets a new piece of information which shows him that victory is still possible.
· He decides to get back in the game and resume his quest for the goal.

· Obsessive drive: The new revelation has a galvanizing effect on the hero. Before he wanted the goal; now he is obsessed with it. He’ll do almost anything to obtain it.
· At this point in the plot, the hero becomes tyrannical in his quest to win. 
· He is continuing his moral decline.

· The hero’s desire changes
· The hero must want this new desire more intensely.

· The moral decline means the hero is still using the wrong methods to obtain the new desire.
16. Audience revelation
· The moment that the reader—but NOT THE HERO—learns an important new piece of information.
· Often this is when the reader learns the true identity of the fake ally and the fact that the character they thought was an ally is actually an enemy.

· For the first time, the reader is learning something before the hero learns it
· This allows the reader to step back and see the hero’s overall process of change (culminating at self-revelation).

· Benefits to audience revelation:
1. It allows the audience to see certain hidden plot elements played out dramatically.
2. It shows the audience the true power of the opposition
3. It allows the audience to see certain hidden plot elements played out dramatically and visually. 

· Note: This step works best with stories using multiple POVs, and cannot occur in first-person POV stories.




17. Third revelation and decision
· Third revelation: The hero learns another vitally important piece of information.
· The hero is learning more and more about the opposition.

· Decision: The hero chooses to keep fighting the opponent and working to gain his desire.
· The hero feels stronger than ever, because now he can see all he’s up against.




18. Gate, gauntlet, visit to death
· Gate: The conflict between hero and opponent intensifies to such a degree that the pressure on the hero becomes almost unbearable. 

· Gauntlet: The hero has fewer and fewer options
· He must pass through a narrow gate or travel down a long gauntlet while being assaulted from every direction.

· Visit to death: The hero has a sudden vision of his own mortality; life is finite, and it could end very soon.
· The hero reasons, “If my life is to have meaning, I must take a stand for what I believe in. I will take that stand here and now.”
· This step often triggers the next step (the Battle).

· Note: This step can be shifted around in the plot and does not necessarily need to happen all at once, or directly after the third revelation.


19. Battle
· The final conflict, which determines who (if anyone) wins the goal.
· A big, violent conflict is better for some genres (action, thriller, fantasy/sci-fi) than others.

· The battle should give the audience the clearest expression of what both sides are fighting for.

· The emphasis should not be on which is the superior force, but rather on which ideas or values win out.

· Everything converges at this point. 
· All characters are brought together, and all lines of action.
· The battle occurs in the smallest physical space possible, which heightens the sense of conflict and unbearable pressure.

· The battle is where the hero usually (but not always) fulfils his need and gains his desire.

· The battle is usually where the hero is most like the opponent.
· In their similarity, the crucial differences become clear.

· The audience can see definitively what the theme is (i.e.,  which way of living and acting is best).



20. Self-revelation
· For the first time, the hero learns who he truly is. He tears aside the facade he has lived behind and sees, in a shocking way, his true self.
· Facing the truth about himself either destroys him or makes him stronger.

· If the self-revelation is moral as well as psychological, the hero also learns the proper way to act toward others.

· A great self-revelation should be sudden, for better dramatic effect.
· It should shatter the hero.
· It should be new—soemthing the hero didn’t know about himself until that moment.

· Things to watch:
1. Make sure that what the hero learns about himself is truly meaningful, not just fine-sounding words or platitudes about life.
2. Don’t have the hero state directly to the audience what he has learned.

· The technique of double reversal:
1. Give both the hero and the main opponent a weakness and a need.
2. Make the opponent a “real person” with layers of complexity. He must be capable of learning and changing.
3. During or just after the battle, give the opponent as well as the hero a self-revelation.
4. Connect the two self-revelations. The hero should learn something from the opponent, and the opponent should learn something from the hero.
5. Your moral vision as the author is the best of what both characters learn.
21. Moral decision
· Once the hero learns the proper way to act in the self-revelation, he must make a decision. 
· The moral decision is the moment when the hero chooses between two courses of action, each of which stands for a set of values and a way of living that affects others.

· The moral decision is proof of what the hero has learned in the self-revelation.

· By acting on the moral decision, the hero shows the audience what he has become.



22. New equilibrium
· The desire and need have been fulfilled (or tragically left unfulfilled). 

· Things go back to normal, but with one big difference: because of his self-revelation, the hero is now either at a higher or lower level.





Revelation Sequence:
1. The sequence of revelations must be logical. They must occur in the order in which the hero would most likely learn of them.
2. They must build in intensity. Ideally, each reveal should be stronger than the one that came before it. This is not always possible, especially in longer stories (for one thing, it defies logic). But you want a general buildup so that the drama increases.
3. The reveals must come at an increasing pace. This also heightens the drama because the audience gets hit with a greater density of surprise.



The most powerful of all reveals is called a “reversal”. That’s when the audience’s understanding of everything in the story is turned on its head. The audience suddenly sees every element of the plot in a new light. (Must come at the end of the story.)

Examples: The Bruce Willis character in the Sixth Sense is revealed to be a ghost; the Verbal character in The Usual Suspects is actually Keyser Soze, the villain of the film, who has been leading the police on with a made-up story.
