Slide 1: BUILDING A PLOT



Slide 2 : WE ARE WIRED TO RESPOND TO SPECIFIC STORY PATTERNS

Many studies have shown that we use stories to simulate difficult situations we might encounter in the future
· What if I am in this particular kind of danger? What will I do to escape? Will that escape method work? 


Neuroscientist Antonio Damasio: “The problem of how to make all this wisdom understandable, transmissible, persuasive, enforceable—in a word, of how to make it stick—was faced and a solution found. Storytelling was the solution—storytelling is something brains do, naturally and implicitly . . . [I]t should be no surprise that it pervades the entire fabric of human societies and cultures.”


Further evidence: scams

· Scammers want their victims to be “under the ether.” 
· Frank Abagnale, former con artist and now consultant for the FBI: 
· “‘Ether’ is a condition of trust and even infatuation with what is being presented. Getting a victim under the ether is crucial to all cons, no matter where or how they are perpetrated. This heightened emotional state makes it hard for the victim to think clearly or make rational decisions. To get their victims under the ether, fraudsters hit their fear, panic and urgency buttons.”


· What-if scenarios are not possible without absolutes.
· Because the natural world functions in a scientifically measurable way and according to static principles, we know that:
· The water will flow toward the sea, which means it will flow over the edge of the cliff, which means the hero on the raft will, if he doesn’t leave the river, go over the edge.
· Because there is such a thing as right and wrong, we know that:
· The company CEO deserves to be brought down because he turned a blind eye to chemical dumping and babies born with severe birth defects.
· Because we know that there are good authority figures in the world, we know that:
· We can call 911 if somebody is about to die from a drug overdose
· Because we know that there is such a thing as justice, we know that:
· If I take your manuscript and publish it under my name and make a million dollars, I should be prosecuted and be sentenced to life in prison.
· We can only say “that’s not fair” because such a thing as fairness exists, and we know at a gut level when something isn’t right or fair. Toddlers know. It isn’t a result of societal expectations.


· As far as our brains are concerned, story exists to allow us to imagine a better way of doing things.
· Studies have indicated that well-told stories actually rewire the brain and increase empathy.



Slide 3: WHY MELANIE HATES POSTMODERNISM

If you started school anytime after 1980, you were taught to embrace postmodernism in storytelling. The most problematic element in postmodern literature:

· Skepticism of ‘grand narratives’ or universal truths: A distrust of history, science, progress and the claim that they can explain the world.
· How can you run a what-if scenario if there’s no concrete evidence that anything is true?
· How can you create a setting if you can’t believe in science and history?
· How can you determine how the plot will progress if you can’t trust that the world will behave in a logical fashion, according to known frameworks?
· How can the reader trust a story where nothing can be trusted?
· How can you have a positive impact on a harsh world—and allow readers’ brains to run what-if scenarios—if there is no such thing as right and wrong, and all truth is mutable?

· Should you always avoid postmodern elements?
· Nope. Not everything needs to be absolute in a story. Postmodern elements can make a story feel less formulaic
· Unreliable narrator
· Time distortion
· Beginning a story at the ending

· A story that’s too concrete leaves no room for the ephemeral (explorations of the heart and soul) or for subtext (things implied by the text, but never overtly stated).
· Emotions are always subjective


· Open-ended questions and pushing of moral boundaries can be impressively artistic.
· Slaughterhouse Five, Catch-22, Pulp Fiction, A Clockwork Orange



Quote:

John Truby, script consultant for Disney, Sony Pictures, Fox Entertainment Group and HBO: 

“In average stories, the hero has only a psychological need. A psychological need involves overcoming a serious flaw that is hurting nobody but the hero. In better stories, the hero has a moral need in addition to a psychological need. The hero must overcome a moral flaw and learn how to act properly toward other people. A character with a moral need is always hurting others in some way (his moral weakness) at the beginning of the story.”


When your hero is not forced to make a moral choice, you reduce the power and lasting impact of a story. In other words, you write stories without a point.


Slide 4: WHAT’S YOUR POINT?

· Your story needs a central theme—a point—in order to demonstrate the change in the character. 
· You may discover it as you go, or you may come up with it right at the beginning, but you should be able to state it clearly in a single line.
· It’s okay if the one-line theme feels simplistic. It’s simple to aid clarity.


· Theme is about right and wrong actions and what they do to a person’s life
· You are building a case for a certain moral perspective through what your characters do in your plot.

· Quoting John Truby: “Whenever you present a character using means to reach an end, you are presenting a moral predicament, exploring the question of right action, and making a moral argument about how best to live.” 


· For most of the story, the theme is hidden; the audience realizes it gradually throughout the climax and into the end scenes.


· The biggest reason a story comes across as preachy is there is an imbalance between moral argument and plot.
· Don’t hit your reader over the head with your point
· The point is illustrated in your outcomes
· Never have your character state your point for the reader, or state the point through dialogue.
· Don’t hammer home your point through exposition or a “message to the reader” at the beginning or end
· Don’t make the consequences of an infraction more dire than they normally would be in order to illustrate your point (A bully isn’t just kicked out of school, he’s sent to juvie)




Slide 5: THE MORAL CHOICE
Your theme centers around the moral choice your character must make to resolve the story.

What do we mean by “moral choice?”
· The hero chooses to stop hurting others for his own benefit
· The hero chooses to sacrifice for another, or for a greater good
· The hero changes from someone who helps others to someone who harms them
· The hero changes from someone honest and trustworthy to someone lies and schemes to get what he wants




The hero’s moral choice is the moment he chooses an opposite moral framework to the one he had at the beginning of the story:
· Selfishness to selflessness
· Dishonesty to honesty
· Hating to loving
· Unfairness to fairness
· Infidelity to fidelity
· Cowardice to bravery


The moral pathway to change:
1. Determination to resist change
2. Increasingly severe mental, emotional or physical pain
3. “Rock bottom” stage
4. Decision to change
5. Grief for the loss of the old or forbidden way
6. Forward and backward progress in pursuit of the new self
7. Growth through overcoming current self
8. Permanent adoption of new self



· Resonance —the thing which makes the reader remember the story long after they’re done reading it.
· It should be a fundamental truth that is common to all human experience
· To Kill A Mockingbird 
· Bigotry is ugly and wrong
· The Help (Kathryn Stockett)
· Demeaning circumstances don’t mean a person is worthless
· Star Wars 
· The underdog must fight the empire, because the good are duty bound to fight evil.





Slide 6: THE SEVEN KEY STEPS OF STORY STRUCTURE

John Truby:
1. Weakness & need
a. A hero’s “fatal flaw” is an underlying need the hero is satisfying the wrong way

· Hero should not be aware of the need at the beginning of the story
· There should be a moral, as well as psychological need
· The “moral need test”: the protagonist is routinely hurting at least one other person at the beginning of the story.
· The problem should be specific and easy to describe
· Not “He sometimes doesn’t pick his kids up at their mother’s house on weekends to spend time with them, even though he always promises he’ll be there,” but “he’s selfish.”


· Start with a wrong belief or an area of blindness and think about what sort of moral failing that might create
· The boss is determined to grow the company
· Psychological weakness: he neglects his family
· Moral weakness: he’s selfish (or greedy, or insecure, or a narcissist)

· Alternately, start with a strength and push it too far, until it becomes a moral failing
· Daughter who is taking care of her aging mother becomes verbally abusive, rather than admit that the problem is too big for her to handle alone.
· Psychological weakness: bursts of temper
· Moral weakness: arrogance and fear 


2. Desire
· Need has to do with overcoming a weakness within
· Desire is a goal outside the character
· It’s what the audience initially thinks the story is about
· It gives the reader something to want along with the hero
· Your hero’s true desire is what he wants in this story, not in all his life thereafter.



3. Opponent
· Truby uses this rather than “antagonist” or “villain” because the opponent isn’t necessarily a bad guy. He’s just the character standing in the way of your hero’s achieving his goals.
· To find the right opponent, start with the hero’s true goal: what he truly wants. Whoever wants to keep him from getting it is an opponent.
· Find the deepest level of conflict between the opponent and the hero. What is the most important thing they are fighting about? What’s the underlying conflict? That’s the correct focus for your story.
· Give your opponent a special ability to attack your hero’s greatest weakness



4. Plan 
· The set of strategies—or at least, guidelines—the hero will follow in order to achieve his desire.
· Must always be specifically targeted to defeat the opponent and achieve the hero’s goal.
· Must require the hero to take a number of steps, and must be flexible enough that the hero can adjust the plan when the initial approach doesn’t work
· The plan shapes the rest of the story



5. Battle
· The final conflict between hero and opponent, where the reader discovers which will win and take all. 
· Can be a battle of violence or words.



6. Self-revelation
· Smaller battles cause the hero to combat his psychological weaknesses in preparation for battling his moral weakness
· These smaller battles also force the hero to begin thinking about the underlying moral problem

· Typically, the final battle forces the hero to confront his weakness head on and make a deliberate choice to live in a new way
· The hero faces a challenge from the opponent that strips away all his illusions about who he is
· He has a revelation about how his behavior has harmed others and himself and realizes he needs to change in order to win
· The choice can also come before the final revelation, at which point the revelation becomes the realization that the choice was right or wrong, which forces the hero to accept his new moral reality.

· Types of moral revelations and transformations can include:
· Keeping a painful secret to revealing it
· Hiding an abusive relationship to confessing it
· Hiding lies to confessing them and admitting the truth
· Conducting an affair to ending it in favor of pursuing love openly

· Simple moral dilemmas such as “good vs. evil and good wins” can be fun, but aren’t as fulfilling for the reader as more complex questions
· Give your villain a good reason for the things he does, one the audience can sympathize with
· Force your hero to choose between two evils early in the story



7. New equilibrium
· The world is now a new “normal” for the hero, the desire is gone, and the hero has become either more than he was (comedic stories) or less than he was (tragic stories) as a result of confronting his moral weakness.
· More than he was: The hero has realized he was too proud and repented of it, causing the heroine to abandon her prejudice against him.
· Less than he was: Oedipus has realized that he murdered his father and slept with his mother, causing him to blind himself and send himself into exile.






Slide 7: THINGS TO KEEP IN MIND AS YOU BUILD YOUR STORY








Slide 8: IS THE ULTIMATE BATTLE BIG ENOUGH?

· Minimum of five story events, ten to fifteen is better


· Begin with the moral transformation you want your hero to undergo, and figure out the desire and need from there


· Be specific about what your hero learns. You should be able to express it in a single sentence.

· Select the arena in your story world where the main story will take place, and shape it so that it gradually steers the hero toward the ultimate battle
· Opportunities for confrontation
· Areas where the hero would find it particularly difficult to face his weaknesses
· Send him on a circular journey through the same area or make him a fish out of water


· As the story progresses, show how the hero’s desperation to beat the opponent brings out the worst in him.


· At the climax of the story, the hero must make a difficult sacrifice when choosing the correct path


· The battle itself must make it difficult for the hero to make the correct choice
· Powerful opponent
· Allies in trouble
· Great risk to the hero if he chooses the correct path



Slide 9: ARE YOU ASKING AND ANSWERING QUESTIONS IN EVERY SCENE?

Plates=unanswered story questions

· What questions does the protagonist have going into the scene?
· Do they want to achieve or acquire something?
· Are they afraid for their safety or afraid of losing something precious?


· What does the protagonist think they need to accomplish in this scene?
· Early in the story, they should be working toward a wrong goal.


· What do they actually need to accomplish?
· Should be an action resulting from a choice to do something wrong or right

· What new fact will the protagonist uncover?
· The fact revealed should answer questions posed earlier in the story and raise new questions for the reader
· The fact should raise new questions in the hero’s mind and point them toward the next part of their journey
· The fact should give them the opportunity to move closer to or further away from change


· Remember: 
· All major plot questions should be answered by the end of the story

· Plot events should be linked with “therefore”, rather than “and.”
· Example one: I went to the store, and I went to the dairy aisle, and I grabbed a carton of milk, and I dropped the milk, and I told the cashier, and the cashier called someone to clean it up.
· Example two: I needed milk, therefore I went to the store. The dairy was in a particular aisle, therefore I went to the aisle and grabbed a carton. But I dropped the carton, therefore I asked a cashier for help.



Slide 10: ARE YOU DROPPING BREADCRUMBS?

· Image is from Arsenic and Old Lace
· Breadcrumbs:
· There is a missing brother
· The uncle thinks he is Teddy Roosevelt and the cellar is the Panama Canal
· The uncle is crazy
· The hero’s name is “Mortimer”


· Symbols as breadcrumbs
· Checkhov’s gun on the mantle
· Wine in Arsenic and Old Lace


· Introduce the foreshadowing naturally, so that it makes sense to have that element be brought up at a particular time
· Example:
· Opening of the story, mom is watching daughter, who is competing in a gymnastics meet

· Mom tells another parent that she’s thrilled her daughter is interested in gymnastics, and that she herself won medals in gymnastics when she was younger

· Later in the story, we see the mother balancing on a narrow beam in order to break into a house and rob it


· Avoid the “lucky breaks” and “just so happens”
· Example:
· They’re stuck in the lab and poison gas is filling the room. Then a character suddenly reveals that she worked as a chemist for ten years and she can use the substances in the room to neutralize the gas

· To fix this, the author would need to find a natural reason for the woman to demonstrate her knowledge of chemistry. 
· We first see her as a high-school science teacher. 
· Then we see an advanced degree framed on the wall near her desk. 
· Then we watch her bake something by measuring everything on a cooking scale and explaining to someone that baking is all about chemistry.




Slide 11: DOES YOUR MAIN CHARACTER DRIVE THE STORY FROM BEGINNING TO END?

“What-if” depends on agency—the power to choose. When trouble hits, the character must have the power to act on her own behalf. 
· All her choices should have a negative outcome, forcing her to decide which negative outcome will be easiest to overcome.
· Option one: The guard prodded Amy in the back with the butt of his rifle, shoving her forward into the cell.
· Option two: The guard prodded Amy in the back with the butt of his rifle. Her hands clenched. Should she try to take the gun? The other guards might shoot her before she had a chance to fire it. But if she let them force her into the cell, she might never have another chance to escape.


Reducing options increases tension.
· What if the tiger attacks?
· Option one: I escape, I die, I make friends with the tiger, someone comes to save me from the tiger
· Option two: I escape or I die


Reducing options and increasing the number of times the character must make a choice both increases and prolongs tension
· The tiger attacks
· Choice 1: escape or die.
· I escape but as I’m running through the jungle, I come to a river that might have piranhas
· Choice 2: Face the tiger or the piranhas
· I decide to cross the river, and discover a leaky raft on the shore, and an old log that will float
· Choice 3: Use the log, or the boat?
· I decide to use the boat, shove it into the water just in time to evade the tiger’s claws, and row like crazy. The boat begins to sink, way faster than I expected. 
· Choice 4: Turn back, or try to swim across? 


· The tension would ease immediately if there was also a vine to swing across the river or a spear to fight the tiger. 

· If you wanted to add a spear or a vine, you would need to introduce a new series of either/or choices




Slide 12: ARE YOUR CHARACTER’S GOALS CHANGING GRADUALLY, AND FOR GOOD REASONS?

· Is the pain great enough to force the character to change?
· Is the character resisting the change?
· Are the consequences of not-changing high enough?  
· Is the opponent pushing the hero to increasing levels of desperation?
· Is the character’s ally questioning the hero’s decisions and attempting to force the hero to face the damage he is doing to others?
· Has the reader seen the hero clinging to his old way of doing things?



Slide 13: JOHN TRUBY’S 22-POINT STRUCTURE

1. Self-revelation, need and desire
2. Ghost and story world
3. Weakness and need
4. Inciting event
5. Desire
6. Ally or allies
7. Opponent and/or mystery
8. Fake-ally opponent
9. First revelation and decision: changed desire and motive
10. Plan
11. Opponent’s plan and main counterattack
12. Drive
13. Attack by ally
14. Apparent defeat
15. Second revelation and decision: obsessive drive, changed desire and motive
16. Audience revelation
17. Third revelation and decision
18. Gate, gauntlet, visit to death
19. Battle
20. Self-revelation
21. Moral decision
22. New equilibrium



Slide 14: VORK



Slide 15: BRYK
Begin crafting a story based on the cover art
