
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    In fond memory of the late John Churchman. A friend, a mentor and founder of School Video News, an online platform to ignite the imaginations of aspiring young filmmakers. 
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INTRODUCTION


[image: ]




YEARS AGO A COWORKER told me he had always wanted to write a book. “So why haven’t you started?” I asked. A legitimate question. He was in his 60s and seemed to have a lot of free time.

A weary shrug prefaced his reply. “All the best plots have already been taken.”

He was surprised I agreed with him, as are countless attendees at my speaking engagements when I tell them there really is nothing new under the sun. Any plot that you can name—no matter how seemingly inventive—can trace its origins to mythology, folk tales, the Bible, human history and William Shakespeare. The recycling of tried and true themes of reward, revenge, escape, romance, rivalries, plagues and mistaken identities is not likely to fall by the wayside any time soon. Nor should it, for it’s these reinventions of pre-existing material which enable us to expand our mental margins.

The ideas themselves may not be new but what keeps us imagining that they are is the unique voice which every writer brings to the table.

This book not only provides aspiring wordsmiths with 101 freebie plots to develop but also inspires them to:


	identify whether an idea is best suited to be a book, stage play, or movie;

	recycle a core idea based on reward/revenge/escape themes and variations in genre;

	determine whether the idea should be an inciting incident, a resolution or something in-between; and

	hone one's skills of observation and psychology in story-rich venues such as restaurants, grocery stores, post offices, beauty salons and cemeteries.









The story-starters you’re about to explore derive from 40+ years in publishing and the performing arts, as well as creative writing workshops, distance learning classes and work as a script consultant for stage and screen.

All of this, of course, begs an obvious question. “What if lots of people buy this book and they pick the very same ideas I want to use?”

In the first place, I hope lots of people do buy this book and get excited about the possibilities of all the new projects they can create. I’ve always been an advocate of helping fellow writers make their dreams come true, and this is one of many ways to accomplish that goal. 

In the second place, we all come from different backgrounds and frames of reference. What one person might see as the starting point for a gritty techno-thriller, another might like to fashion into a romcom, a Wild West spoof or a drama about office politics. There’s also a lot of variance in whether the characters and dialogue lend themselves better to a production for live theatre or a cozy read on a winter’s night. An example I like to use from my workshops is when I give 10 people the same line of dialogue (i.e., “I don’t have the money”) and ask them to build a story around it. In all the years I’ve been doing this, no two people have come up with the same premise.

While many of the story-starters focus on a specific platform (i.e., a two-page dialogue scene for a stage play, a synopsis for a novel, a treatment for a film), these should by no means limit your imagination. Nor should you feel shy about experimenting with your characters’ ages and social status, engaging in gender swaps, or even turning them into animals, supernatural beings or inanimate objects. 

Not every idea, of course, will lend itself to full scale development for publication or production. Some are just intended to get the creative juices flowing and to keep you writing every single day. Once you embrace that practice and incorporate it into your regular routine, you’ll find it hard not to write.

Here are some more things to consider before you begin running with the idea(s) you’ve chosen:


	What’s the genre? (comedy, drama, fantasy, science fiction, mystery, etc.)

	When does the story transpire? (modern-day, 1920s, Civil War, futuristic, etc.)

	What’s the setting? (urban, rural, suburbs, forests, seashores, etc.)

	How many characters will your storyline need?

	How many different settings are involved?

	Is there a sustainable conflict vs. a problem that could be resolved in one conversation?

	What is at stake and what risks will your character(s) take to achieve it?

	For novels and short stories, will it be more effective told in first person or third person?

	Who is your target audience for this plot?

	How much backstory is necessary to understand the characters and their motivations?

	How many points of view are being expressed?

	Is the story action-oriented or dialogue-oriented?

	How much do we need to know about what your characters are thinking versus speaking?

	Is the plot a subject you know well or will you need to do research for authenticity?



At the start of each section, you’ll see something called “Table Topics.” These are questions you can either ask yourself or put forth as a group activity in a classroom or a session on Zoom. In addition, quite a few of the story-starters will require you to do some homework. If, for instance, there is reference to a painting, a photograph or an event in history with which you’re not familiar, you’ll want to go look it up. I guarantee that this, in turn, will generate even more ideas for you to pursue.

Lastly, it’s not required that you do all of the story-starters in chronological order. Skip around. Find themes which interest you. Nor are you limited in using a story-starter only once. You can always return to favorites and approach them from a different slant.

Who could have imagined that fictional world-building would be such fun? Let’s get started and see where the journey takes you!
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A BARD BY ANY OTHER NAME
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FOR OVER 400 YEARS, much ado has been made about the true authorship of Shakespeare’s 37 plays and 154 sonnets. As critics are wont to argue, a single person – and a working actor, no less - could not possibly have been that prolific during a career that ran from 1589 to 1616...or could he?  

*****
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TABLE TOPICS


	Have you ever read a Shakespearean play? If so, which one and what did you think of it?

	Have you ever attended the performance of a Shakespearean play? If so, which one and what did you think of it?

	What are some of the common themes of Shakespeare’s comedies and dramas? What is it about these themes that have allowed his plays to transcend time and still be popular with modern audiences?

	When Shakespeare’s plays were performed at The Globe, audience members from all classes of society often attended the same show multiple times in one week. As a result, they frequently became as familiar with the dialogue as the actors and could helpfully shout out lines if the latter ever had a brain-freeze. What movies or TV shows have you seen enough times to the point of memorization? What elements appeal to you that compel you to keep revisiting it?

	Do you believe William Shakespeare wrote everything that has been attributed to him? Why or why not?









*****
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A QUEEN’S DAY IS NEVER DONE

Conspiracy theories abound as to who might have written all of the works attributed to good ol’ Will. Among the most popular candidates are his contemporaries Ben Jonson, Edward de Ver, and Christopher Marlowe. But what if the real author was someone whose day-job precluded much dabbling in fluffy theatricals? What if Shakespeare himself – a public servant invention - was nothing more than a clever cover to gauge public opinion about the monarchy?

Your Assignment: Yes, you read it here first. Queen Elizabeth was an aspiring playwright who couldn’t easily produce material under her own name. Write a three-page scene in which her publisher tries to convince her that she should go public with her moonlighting activities.

*****
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SOMETHING’S ROTTEN IN THE TOWN OF MYSTIC

Shakespeare’s plays have long been a rich source of material for adaptations. Without Romeo and Juliet, for instance, there would be no West Side Story. The teen-centric Ten Things I Hate About You was drawn from The Taming of the Shrew. In 1936, Orson Welles launched Voodoo MacBeth which featured an African American cast set against the backdrop of Haiti. Forbidden Planet was a space-age spin on The Tempest. In “O”, the updated version of Othello, it’s a basketball court – not a royal one – in which jealousies play out in an almost exclusively white boarding school. And in Scotland, PA, a guy who flips burgers for a living is goaded by his greedy wife into climbing the corporate ladder.

Your Assignment: There have been some curious events lately in the town of Mystic, Connecticut, not the least of which involves love potion confusion, woodland weddings and a crazy guy running around wearing a donkey’s head. Inspector Truefellow has been sent to investigate this wave of inexplicable insanity. Write a two-page scene in which he interviews one of the participants in the midsummer madness. 

(Note: if you’re not familiar with A Midsummer Nights’ Dream, brush up on your Shakespeare at http://absoluteshakespeare.com.)

*****
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LOST IN TRANSITION

Although Shakespeare’s play Cardenio was performed during his lifetime, it was never recorded in the First Folio of 1623 along with his other works. Is the original manuscript collecting dust in the back of a closet? Did it get left on public transportation on the way to the printers? Was Will short on cash one day for his pub tab at the Fox and Goose and left the manuscript as collateral?

Your Assignment: Your character is a struggling playwright on holiday in London who happens across what looks to be the missing script at an antique shop. Write a one-page film treatment in which the character chooses to (1) pass the script off as his own work, (2) cast and direct the “lost” production, (3) start a bidding war among private collectors, or (4) donate it to a museum. Identify his/her obstacles and adversaries as well as the motivations for whatever choice is pursued.

*****
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THE REAL HOUSEWIVES OF STRATFORD-UPON-AVON

The heroines of Shakespeare’s productions did not have easy lives. They had sons and boyfriends who talked to ghosts and embraced conspiracy theories. They had parents who disapproved of the guys they wanted to marry. They had fathers who were flummoxed about how to fairly divide their estates. They had husbands whose lack of self-esteem drove them to commit murder. Honestly, what’s a gal to do but seek advice and support from her neighborhood chums?

Your Assignment: Choose four Shakespearean women from the following list and bring them together for a three-page coffee-klatch scene in which they discuss the difficulties they’re currently having with their respective men-folk.

Juliet (Romeo and Juliet)

Desdemona (Othello)

Cordelia (King Lear)

Lady MacBeth (MacBeth)

Viola (Twelfth Night)

Gertrude (Hamlet)

Miranda (The Tempest)

Cleopatra (Antony and Cleopatra)

Emilia (Othello)

Kate (Taming of the Shrew)

Rosalind (As You Like It)

Helena (A Midsummer Night’s Dream)

Portia (Merchant of Venice)

Goneril (King Lear)

*****
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THE CLOTHES MAKE THE GIRL

During Elizabethan times, it was not appropriate – in fact, it was illegal - for women to appear on stage. Therefore, all of the roles for females were actually played by men and young boys.

Your Assignment: You have been hired by Filmmakers Amazonia in Greece to adapt one of Shakespeare’s plays to a movie for an all-female cast. This doesn’t mean, however, that women characters will be portraying men. Instead, roles that were traditionally written for male leads – Julius Caesar, Hamlet, Prospero, Iago, etc. – must be entirely rewritten to reflect the female point of view. The show can be set in any time period, country or genre and money is no object in funding the production. Write a two-page film treatment and list of characters that will conform to these specifications.
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