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    Introduction




    When I considered writing about screenwriting and story structure, I knew the first question I would be asked is why.




    It’s not as if there weren’t an abundance of books on the subject written by talented and insightful authors.




    In fact, most of us would agree that we need another book on screenwriting like we need a hole in the head.




    So why bring more noise to an already confusing arena?




    As much as I’d like to offer a concise, witty answer, I’m afraid this one needs a bit of background.




    Over the last two decades, as I was making my way through the film and TV industry, starting as a reader then progressing to script consultant, senior development executive, co-writer selling a first project to Warner Bros and getting hired by StudioCanal or Gold Circle, then getting solo writing gigs with Working Title / Universal or quirkier outfits like Film4, I had many opportunities to think about story structure and screenplay development from different perspectives.




    I gradually realised that a significant shift had come about towards the end of the twentieth century: some story theoreticians had drifted away from the classical, dramatic three-act structure and taken a logistical approach to it. I’ll try here to give a brief overview of what I mean by this, but we’ll spend a lot more time on it later.




    Let’s first quickly define what I call the dramatic three-act structure. We have three dramatic acts in a story if we have a main dramatic action: someone is trying to do something about a problem, consciously or not. In that case, dramatic Act 1 is what happens before we understand this problem; Act 2 shows the attempts of a protagonist to solve the problem; Act 3 shows what happens once the problem is solved.




    Before, during and after a main dramatic action; this is what defines three acts when a story uses the dramatic three-act structure. There are no rules to dictate the duration of these three acts in pages or minutes, and this makes it a flexible tool.




    The dramatic three-act structure is in fact much more complex and powerful than this. We can use it to structure a main evolution as well as a main action, and we can use it to design not only the whole story but also its parts: dramatic acts, sequences, scenes and even strands in a multi-stranded narrative. Again, more on this later.




    So what about the logistical three-act structure? Well, more and more theoreticians decided to impose an arbitrary, rigid logistical shape on every story, based on page numbers and not dramatic, structural elements. Not only was every screenplay supposed to have three acts, these acts were also expected to have a fixed length and include mandatory plot points or beats at pre-determined moments.




    This logistical separation between acts, determined by an arbitrary number of minutes or pages – and supposedly the same for every story – didn’t match the more flexible boundaries of the dramatic three-act structure still used as an underlying framework most of the time. Also, this logistical approach only applies to the story as a whole, not its parts. These theoreticians could state precisely what we had to do and when, but they had regrettably lost the connection with the why and how.




    For a while, this logistical approach was enthusiastically embraced because it gave a simple, reassuring map to follow on what is always a perilous journey: the writing of a screenplay. Creating something out of nothing is incredibly difficult, so of course writers – particularly newcomers – will take any help they can get, especially if it makes their task seem easier.




    Unfortunately, these artificial constraints, while not preventing talented writers from producing original screenplays, started to disconnect the way story structure was explained and discussed from the way it actually works, making it more difficult, not easier, for many to write original yet effective stories – which is in the end what everyone wants.




    All this because the logistical three-act structure, as taught in many books, film schools and workshops around the world, had grown further and further away from the original, dramatic three-act structure.




    Feeling this disconnection between practice and theory, many filmmakers turned their backs on this revisionist version of the three-act structure which they felt – and rightly so – was too limiting.




    In response, theoreticians themselves started to move away from what had become “the” three-act structure, either rejecting it entirely or building on it, adding more artificial, dogmatic constraints with no structural justification. On top of three logistical acts of fixed lengths, all screenplays suddenly had to have eight sequences, fifteen beats or twenty-two steps according to the fad of the day. Three-act structure bashing was “in”, yet many of these variations were still based on a flawed, logistical interpretation of the classical three-act structure, hence building on flaky foundations anyway.




    So, beyond the personal enjoyment it brought me – I’m ridiculously passionate about storytelling – I wrote this book in reaction to this fairly recent evolution, as an attempt to knock down this wobbly tower of confusion and start again, going back to the roots of story structure in a resolutely modern way.




    I’m not a big fan of theory for the sake of theory, so here is what I aim to achieve at a more practical level. First, offer an alternative approach to screenwriting that should be useful not only to writers but to everyone involved in the development process; second, initiate a move away from formulas telling filmmakers what is supposed to happen when in every screenplay to a method that concentrates on why some principles have stood the test of time, and how to use them flexibly yet powerfully today; third, introduce a versatile toolbox that brings freedom from all the artificial rules and dogmas accumulated over the last few decades yet grants more creative power to all involved through a deeper understanding of story structure. Hence the title, Screenwriting Unchained.




    Such a paradigm shift should help filmmakers, and more generally, storytellers, to reconcile theory and practice, to reconnect the way story structure is discussed and taught with the way it actually works and to increase the potential to reach a wide audience, at home and abroad, while still telling original, meaningful, moving and entertaining stories.




    Of course, the usual disclaimer applies. Reading a book – any book – won’t make screenwriting easy. Developing a good screenplay requires, beyond talent, a great deal of hard work from all involved. It should, however, give you more clarity about story structure and an advanced understanding of the craft. This will, in turn, help you to develop the best possible version of each project you’re attached to and hopefully, with the required amount of luck, get it made.




    So here’s the plan.




    I’m first going to explain the limitations of the logistical approach to the three-act structure and, by extension, many of the more recent theories tacked onto it. I’ll tackle these flaws, one by one, and I’ll describe how the alternative, which I call the Story-Type Method®, can help overcome these limitations.




    I’ll then explain why we’re usually dealing with one of three main types of story (story-types) when developing a screenplay – plot-led, character-led, theme-led – and how we can use just one set of tools to develop any story.




    I’ll introduce a brand new way to apply Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs to screenplay development and I’ll detail how it relates to the target audience, genre and story-type of any project. I’ll also explain, through a few examples, how what I call the M-Factor can increase the chances for a film to reach a wider audience at home and abroad.




    I’ll develop how we can use each story-type as a structural model. I won’t list arbitrary page numbers, mandatory plot points or archetypical characters, which too often lead to predictable screenplays. I’ll just provide flexible tools that can be used to shape a unique, original yet efficient story. For each story-type, I’ll provide detailed case studies from various genres, time periods and countries. Movies such as Gravity, Billy Elliot, Misery, Silver Linings Playbook, The Intouchables, Crash and Cloud Atlas.




    For good measure, I’ll pick a few examples that show how some of the most successful movies – both artistically and commercially – can be hybrids or exceptions that don’t clearly fit any of the main story-types we’ve just defined, and still work beautifully because they use the same set of tools, the same principles, just in a less classical way. Amongst these, films like Edge of Tomorrow, The Lives of Others, Birdman, The Secret in Their Eyes and L.A. Confidential.




    Finally, in Bringing It All Together, I’ll explain how we can apply the Story-Type Method during the development process, for all involved, ending with a tactical send-off, The Rewrite Stuff: 12 Ways to a Stronger Screenplay.




    That’s about it.




    Irrespective of your level of experience, if you’re looking for more clarity regarding story structure and practical yet flexible tools to apply to your craft, Screenwriting Unchained should transform the way you write, read, pitch, design and assess screenplays, both for film and TV.




    Great screenplays all share one virtue: clarity. Some achieve this through simplicity; some, through complexity. But simplicity doesn’t have to be simplistic, and confusion shouldn’t be mistaken for complexity.




    So let’s look for clarity and tell some exciting stories…
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    1.1 What's Wrong with the Three-Act Structure?




    As discussed in the introduction, nothing and everything is wrong with the three-act structure. It depends which one we’re talking about.




    I started out looking at story structure the way it’s explained in the books we’ve all read and learnt from. Gradually, I started to see a widening gap between these theories and my own evolving practice as a screenwriter, consultant and development executive. I felt an increasing need to come up with something more flexible, more versatile, less prescriptive to define story structure not as it was used centuries or even decades ago but as a wide variety of talented filmmakers practise it today.




    I was thrilled by The Bourne Trilogy, Gravity, Finding Nemo just as much as I loved Silver Linings Playbook, The Intouchables or Groundhog Day, was moved by Crash, Magnolia or Cloud Atlas and was blown away by Birdman, The Secret in Their Eyes or The Lives of Others.




    I wanted to define an inclusive theory that would offer a way of looking at these very different movies and explain how even the so-called exceptions use the same structural tools. Principles that work when developing the next mainstream blockbuster just as well as when designing the quirky sleeper that takes everyone by surprise.




    I also wanted to go beyond the study of screenwriting tools and explore ways to improve the script development process itself.




    This is why I came up with the Story-Type Method®, an innovative framework that never tells you what should happen when and to whom in a story, but reveals instead how tools used by talented filmmakers really work, and how to use them (or not, it's your choice). A method that takes into account the specificity of each project, instead of insisting on a one-size-fits-all model.




    Looking at thousands of films or TV shows and as many screenplays, I identified three main story-types – plot-led, character-led and theme-led – linked to the location of the main problem in the story. Here is how it works.




    If the main problem lies outside the protagonist and comes from other characters or nature, what leads the narrative is the plot, the main dramatic action, and we’re dealing with a plot-led story.




    If the main problem lies within the protagonist, what drives the narrative is the protagonist’s evolution, and we’re dealing with a character-led story.




    Finally, if the main problem lies in society or if the writer tries to make a moral, philosophical or spiritual point, what dominates the narrative is a theme or vision, and we’re dealing with a theme-led story, usually multi-stranded.




    I’ll explain the way these three main story-types impact on the structure of any project – illustrating this with many examples and case studies – and how, using a single set of story tools, we can generate original, structurally sound screenplays.




    One of these story tools is the dramatic three-act structure, which I started to define in the introduction. It is significantly different from the logistical 30–60–30 paradigm you might be familiar with (the one stating that a two-hour movie should be structured in three acts of roughly thirty, sixty and thirty minutes). In fact, the difference is quite fundamental, so I'll spend the first few sections trying to make it as clear as possible.




    Of course I didn't invent the dramatic three-act structure. That part of the Story-Type Method approach to story structure goes all the way back to Aristotle’s Poetics, relayed and built upon by theoreticians like Edward Mabley, Frank Daniel or Yves Lavandier and, more importantly, by all the playwrights and filmmakers who have used the dramatic three-act structure to shape their work: Sophocles, Moliere, Shakespeare, Ibsen, Chaplin, Capra, Lubitsch, Wilder, Hitchcock and, more recently, filmmakers as different as James Cameron and Jacques Audiard, Diablo Cody and Kathryn Bigelow, William Goldman and Paul Haggis, Nora Ephron and Jane Goldman or Alfonso Cuarón and David O. Russell.




    However, the art of writing drama has evolved a lot since Aristotle, mainly because our understanding of the human psyche has changed. Aristotle hadn't met Freud, so he had no clue that we might not be in control of our subconscious mind. He hadn't met Copernicus or Galileo and wasn’t aware that our Earth isn't the centre of the universe.




    These crucial discoveries – along with many others – shifted the way human beings see themselves and relate to each other. Therefore, it also changed how characters are expected to behave in fiction to allow a story, play or screenplay to be moving, meaningful and entertaining.




    Regarding screenwriting, while many principles remain the same, the practice of writing screenplays has changed drastically since the invention of cinema, especially over the last few decades.




    If existing theories based around the usual paradigms have helped you, that's great.




    If you have rejected them because you found them too limiting, more power to you!




    Either way, you might want to take a look at a more flexible and less prescriptive way to approach screenwriting, which drastically changes the way we can handle the script development process.




    What's so different in the Story-Type Method approach to story structure? Here are the five most important points:
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    Sounds good? Great, let's dive in!


  




  





  

    Key Point 1: Story Structure Is Flexible




    Drama is the Greek word for action, and Aristotle defines the art of drama as being the imitation and representation of a human action.




    Classically, this means a protagonist pursuing a unique goal over most of the story, meeting obstacles and experiencing conflict. In other words, we only have a dramatic action if someone is trying to do something about a problem, consciously or not (please see Managing Conflict in Behind the Scenes if you’re not already familiar with this notion).




    This dramatic action provides the backbone of a classically structured screenplay if the writer chooses to use the protagonist–goal–obstacle device to focus the attention of the audience, create a strong identification link and manage most of the conflict in the story.




    In that case, you have three dramatic acts because you have what happens before we – the audience – understand what the main dramatic action is going to be (Act 1), what happens during the main dramatic action (Act 2) and what happens after the main dramatic action is resolved (Act 3). This is the foundation of the dramatic three-act structure.




    Having a clear main dramatic action has many advantages. It helps to clarify what's at stake in the movie and to sustain the attention of the audience over a long period of time, to generate conflict and emotions not only for your protagonist but also for the audience through the identification link; it can even help you to convey more clearly the meaning of your story. Although it's not something you have to do – as we’ll see in Key Point 3 and Key Point 4 – when writers focus on one main dramatic action, they use the dramatic three-act structure to shape their story.




    Of course, most writers know intuitively that you'd better start the main action way earlier than around minute thirty in a two-hour feature film. Some movies define the main action as soon as minute one. Imagine a classic western starting with a cowboy coming back home to find his ranch burnt, his wife dead and his daughter gone. The main action starts as soon as we understand that the goal of the protagonist is to find and rescue his daughter. This means that in this example our first act lasts only a couple of minutes.




    The primary reason for clarifying the main action early is to generate conflict and focus the interest of the audience as soon as possible, i.e. before they leave, fall asleep, switch channels or move on to the next script. But if you find other ways to generate conflict and interest early on, you can get away with a longer first act. In other words, if you know what you're doing, the three-act structure is much more flexible than the 30–60–30 logistical paradigm.




    Similarly, many writers know instinctively that the main hook keeping the audience interested in a classically structured movie is the dramatic question: Will the protagonist reach the goal or not? Once you answer that question, the show is over and everyone wants to go home. There are some exceptions, but this means that, usually, dramatic Act 3 is very short. Dramatic Act 3 of Spielberg's Duel, for example, is only one circular long shot, showing the elated protagonist relieved to have escaped death by truck. Dramatic Act 3 of Hitchcock's North by Northwest (everything that happens once Cary Grant rescues Eva Marie-Saint on the top of Mount Rushmore) lasts forty-six seconds. Dramatic Act 3 of Mission Impossible: Rogue Nation is also just a couple of minutes long.




    Although we are then often left with a second act which takes up most of the movie, this way of explaining the three-act structure can at least be justified dramatically: before the action, during the action, after the action.




    Once you understand the dramatic three-act structure, everything falls into place.




    The inciting incident is the dramatic event, usually located in Act 1, that triggers the protagonist’s goal and raises the dramatic question: Will the protagonist reach the goal? I say usually, because it can take place before the beginning of the movie and only be revealed towards the end, as in Once Upon a Time in the West. We can also have an inciting action rather than an isolated incident, as in Misery or Alien. More on this in Inciting Incident vs Inciting Action in Craft the Draft.




    The climax is the dramatic event at the end of the movie which answers the dramatic question: Yes, the protagonist succeeds, or no, the protagonist fails to reach the goal. The climax is usually close to the very end of the film, at the end of the last dramatic sequence of Act 2. In fact, logistical Act III for many theoreticians (the last thirty minutes of the film) is often made of the last sequence of dramatic Act 2, the climax and dramatic Act 3 (which shows the consequences of the action of the protagonist). Sometimes, the climax takes place earlier, when there is a modified structure (I call it an Encore Twist), which gives two successive answers to the same dramatic question (for example in Gravity, Alien or Misery), but we'll discuss this later in Craft the Draft.




    So what do many theoreticians do? They confuse dramatic acts and logistical acts. They help us cut a long, scary thing (a screenplay) into more manageable chunks (logistical acts). This is helpful from a superficial point of view, but it's unhelpful dramatically because it creates confusion over the true structure of a story.




    Some of them, frustrated with the fact that their second act is twice as long as the others, go further and state that there should be a significant "midpoint" in every movie, leading to four parts with an equal length of thirty minutes (logistical Act I, first half of Act II, second half of Act II, Act III). Saying that there is a midpoint in every movie because in every good script something significant happens around page sixty is misleading. In a good screenplay, something significant happens every few pages. However, we can use a mid-act climax, which helps to shape a story when it’s difficult to use the same dramatic goal for the protagonist over the whole story. We’ll discuss this crucial difference in Midpoint vs Mid-Act Climax in Craft the Draft.




    The truth is, most movies don't have a mid-act climax or significant midpoint. What happens around page sixty is often the climax of the last dramatic sequence, or the inciting event of the next one (more on this in Key Point 2).




    If your approach is logistical, having four parts with an equal length of thirty minutes can be satisfying. But if your approach is dramatic, this is just another unnecessary constraint which takes the writer away from the structural reality of the story.




    This crucial difference between the two approaches could be illustrated like this:




    

      [image: ]

    




    Many theoreticians define their three-act structure with a logistical approach, which is why some say – incorrectly in my opinion – that if the movie is significantly longer than two hours, more acts are required, and if it's notably shorter, it should be just one or two acts long.




    This same misconception leads to the belief that TV movies in the U.S. are structured in seven acts. They are not structured in seven dramatic acts, but seven logistical acts, because they have six commercial breaks. It’s the job of the writer(s) to add enough cliffhangers (unresolved conflict) and other dramatic hooks at the end of each act to make sure that the audience comes back to the same show after each commercial break. Yes, these TV movies are structured in seven logistical acts, but they are dramatically structured in three if they use – and most of them do – a dramatic three-act structure. It’s the same with a one-hour TV drama: three commercial breaks, hence four logistical acts, but three dramatic acts.




    Another example can be found in the past. When Moliere or Shakespeare wrote a play in five acts, it doesn't mean that they were designing it with five dramatic acts. All their plays are structured in three dramatic acts. The stage at the time was lit with candles, and these candles had to be as long as possible so they wouldn't have to be replaced too often, but not too long or they would burn the actors' clothes. Hence five logistical acts – those which show as act breaks when you read the play – because the candles had to be changed four times, but three dramatic acts – those used by the writer to design the main dramatic action. Logistical act breaks could also be needed simply to change the set, which takes time in the theatre and can't be done easily or elegantly in front of an audience.




    Hamlet, for example, is a play in five logistical acts which is structured in three dramatic acts. Before Hamlet learns that his father was killed by his uncle (Act 1, which is pretty short, in fact shorter than logistical Act I); while Hamlet procrastinates over avenging the death of his father (Act 2, the main dramatic action/evolution which takes most of the play until the very end); and once Hamlet has finally managed to overcome his internal flaw and kill Claudius (Act 3, a few minutes before the end of logistical act V, in fact just the time needed to close all the subplots still left open at that point).




    On the one hand, the 30–60–30 paradigm makes it easier for the writer because it cuts a long script into more manageable logistical units; on the other hand, it makes it more difficult because it disconnects the script from its true dramatic structure. This logistical approach also offers no explanation as to why we should have three acts in every screenplay.




    Now here is a valid question. Why would the dramatic three-act structure be useful if it leaves us with a gigantic second act taking up most of the movie? You could argue that it might be useful theoretically, but practically, how does it help us write a screenplay? Isn't it more helpful to have four manageable units of thirty pages?




    This is when the second point comes in handy, and it's one of the building blocks of the Story-Type Method: Story structure has a fractal aspect, which means that you can use the dramatic three-act structure to design not only the whole story but also its parts.




    So let's discuss this next.


  




  





  

    Key Point 2: The Fractal Aspect of Story Structure




    A fractal is "a natural phenomenon or a mathematical set that exhibits a repeating pattern that displays at every scale". To read more about fractals, which are related to things as diverse as a snowflake, a Russian doll or a Romanesco broccoli, please look it up in Wikipedia. It's a fascinating subject, but we don't have the space here to discuss it in detail. Instead we'll concentrate on how fractals apply to story structure.




    What's really liberating about the three-act structure when it's used as it should be – which is dramatically rather than logistically – is that we can use it to structure not only the whole story but also each part. We don't have to (we'll discuss this in Key Point 4), but we can. This is the fractal aspect of story structure and one of the building blocks of the Story-Type Method. It uses a repeating pattern – the dramatic three-act structure – at every level: whole story, dramatic acts, dramatic sequences, dramatic scenes as well as subplots and strands.




    For example, we can structure a fifteen-minute sequence in the middle of Act 2 in three dramatic acts, in exactly the same way we can structure the whole screenplay. In order to do so, we simply have to clarify what the main dramatic action is during this sequence: Who is the protagonist of the sequence and what is the dramatic goal? Often this action will represent a subgoal, which is a way for the protagonist to reach the main goal.




    This is how we'll be able to cut the second act of a classically-structured story into more manageable units. Once we have identified the main goal of the protagonist, we explore different ways the protagonist can try to reach the goal (usually failing until the very end). Each of these subgoals defines a dramatic sequence, which can be structured in three dramatic acts.




    If we go back to our illustration of the dramatic three-act structure, it would look like this:
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    This is a crucial aspect of the dramatic three-act structure compared to the logistical 30–60–30 paradigm.




    Just as we can cut the whole screenplay into dramatic acts instead of logistical acts, we can also cut our second act into dramatic sequences (any number, usually between four and six) instead of logistical blocks (two half acts). That way, instead of having a vague idea of what a section of our screenplay is about, we know exactly which subgoal our protagonist is trying to reach during each dramatic sequence, usually as a way of reaching the main goal.




    A dramatic sequence is a group of scenes connected dramatically because they show the attempts of a protagonist (of the sequence) to reach a subgoal. This protagonist of the sequence is usually the protagonist of the whole film, but not always. In Misery, for example, one of the last sequences of the movie is structured around Buster, the cop, who tries to investigate Annie once she has raised his suspicion.




    Logistical Act I usually includes dramatic Act 1 and the first dramatic sequence of Act 2. Logistical Act II includes two to four dramatic sequences (subgoals) in dramatic Act 2. Logistical Act III usually includes the last dramatic sequence of dramatic Act 2, the climax and dramatic Act 3.




    There can also be a dramatic sequence in Act 1, before the main dramatic action starts. In most action/adventure movies, we start with a sequence which is often only indirectly related to the main action. For example, Raiders of the Lost Ark starts with the great temple action sequence, which introduces two main characters in the movie (protagonist Indy and rival archaeologist Belloq). But we're still in Act 1 as the main problem of the story (getting the Ark of the Covenant before the Nazis) hasn't been introduced yet. Most Bond or Mission Impossible instalments are designed this way.




    Similarly, we can structure each scene (or rather, as many scenes as possible) in our screenplay using the dramatic three-act structure, which has nothing to do with pages and everything to do with a main dramatic action.




    In Misery, one of the first dramatic sequences in dramatic Act 2 is the "hairpin sequence", when Paul Sheldon tries to use a hairpin to escape. This sixteen-minute sequence is designed in three dramatic acts: the first act is everything that happens in the sequence until Paul Sheldon sees the hairpin on the floor; this inciting incident triggers his subgoal over most of the sequence, which is "trying to escape using the hairpin". The second act shows him attempting to use this hairpin to escape, then dealing with the consequences of this attempt (there is a mid-act climax in the sequence). The third act shows the consequences of this dramatic action, mainly that he's failed to escape but managed to grab some pills which he's going to use later.




    Let's go down one more level. Sheldon's first sub-subgoal in this sequence, which structures the first dramatic scene of the hairpin sequence, is to get Annie out of the house. This comes before he even tries to pick up the hairpin which lies on the floor (that's the next dramatic scene). This sub-subgoal, "getting Annie out of the house", defines the first dramatic scene of the first dramatic sequence of the second dramatic act of Misery (phew!).




    So the dramatic three-act structure is used in Misery:




    

      	To structure the whole film, with a main dramatic action showing a main protagonist (Paul Sheldon) trying to survive and escape from the antagonist (Annie Wilkes);




      	To design the five dramatic sequences which form the second act of Misery, including the one we've just discussed;




      	To shape many dramatic scenes in the movie, if not most, defining a clear local protagonist and goal for each scene, therefore a clear dramatic action and a local three-act structure (before, during and after the local action).


    




    If we go back to our illustration of the dramatic three-act structure, it would now look like this:
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    We can also use the dramatic three-act structure this way to design a short film, a thirty-minute TV episode or a one-hour TV drama.




    So yes, if we think about the three-act structure in a logistical way, as many theoreticians do, we can't have three acts if our script is longer or shorter than two hours, because we're thinking in pages or minutes, not in dramatic units. Shorter and it becomes two logistical acts (or less). Longer and it becomes four logistical acts (or more).




    However, if we forget about the logistical approach, we can use the dramatic three-act structure to design a three-minute scene in a feature film, a ten-minute short film, a fifteen-minute sequence in a feature film, a thirty-minute sitcom episode, a one-hour drama, a ninety-minute TV movie, a two-hour feature film, a three-hour movie like Gandhi or JFK or a five-hour play like Hamlet, irrespective of how many logistical acts you want them to have.
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    The dramatic three-act structure doesn't tell us on which page number we have to put our act breaks, which makes it more flexible. It also allows us to design parts within the whole, making it more powerful.




    Fully understanding the fractal aspect of story structure allows us to design our story and its parts dramatically rather than logistically. Dividing a main dramatic goal into subgoals and a main dramatic action into dramatic sequences and scenes also helps us to identify what's not working much more precisely. For this reason, it's one of the core aspects of the Story-Type Method.




    If we know what a character wants specifically in a scene or sequence, it's much easier for the writer to create obstacles and generate the relevant conflict for this character, and for the audience to be involved emotionally, wondering: “Will the character be able to...".




    It's also incredibly useful for actors (and directors), who need to know what's at stake in each scene to be able to stage/act it. If you read Stanislavski's method of acting, you'll see that actors are expected to decode what the dramatist/writer has encoded. They are asked to find out what the main dramatic goal of their character is over the whole play/film, but also in each scene. It's much easier to do so if it has been encoded by the writer in the first place. Otherwise actors – or directors – have to invent it, when possible.




    Finally, it's a fantastic way to keep the audience involved. Sure, we need to know what the protagonist wants (or needs) over the whole film, but we also need to know how the protagonist can do something about the main problem, practically, as the story unfolds. This is when sequences become really handy. Terry Rossio (co-writer of Shrek and Pirates of the Caribbean) has written a great article on Wordplayer.com about this very concept. What I call dramatic sequences, he calls tasks, but we're talking about the same concept (ways to cut Act 2 into dramatic units). See http://tinyurl.com/rossiotask and Sequence the Action for more details.




    Using dramatic sequences is also the best way to avoid the dreaded sagging middle syndrome, when the story loses steam in the middle of the screenplay. If we cut our dramatic Act 2 into four to six dramatic sequences, which we can then handle as mini-movies, we have more manageable units to work with – dramatic rather than logistical ones – and we're less likely to get lost in the middle of the story, because we have a map to get us out of the woods.




    Don't panic if this feels like a lot to take in. I'm trying to cover a lot of ground quickly in these five key points, but we'll look at many examples and case studies in the next chapters.




    Now, all of this is very useful when a character (or a group of characters) consciously wants something in the story, and if that defines a clear, main dramatic action. But what if my protagonist doesn't want anything, at least consciously? What if what my protagonist wants is far less important than what my protagonist needs? If that unconscious need defines what's at stake in the story or my protagonist is passive or reactive? Does that mean I have a bad story? Or that I have to force my story into what we've just described?




    Fortunately, no, because the dramatic three-act structure is a versatile tool. It isn't used the same way in plot-led stories and in character-led stories. So let's see how we can handle them differently, which is when the Story-Type Method really starts to come into its own.


  




  





  

    Key Point 3: The Difference between a Plot-Led and a Character-Led Story




    Although I'm convinced that the dramatic three-act structure is an essential tool, the way we have discussed it until now – before, during, after a main dramatic action – is very much plot-led (or plot-driven).




    A character having a unique goal over most of the film, meeting obstacles and experiencing conflict on the way is a useful device when structuring a plot-led movie like the vast majority of action or disaster movies (say The Bourne Identity, Gravity or most action-hero movies), but also for more intimate movies in which the main goal is plot-led like Goodbye Lenin or Billy Elliot.




    However, this leaves out a large number of movies in which we can identify a main character but not necessarily a clear, unique, conscious goal for that character over the whole film. Movies like As Good As It Gets, The Beat That My Heart Skipped, Groundhog Day, Something’s Gotta Give and many others.




    This is because the classical protagonist–goal–obstacles device is mostly applicable to plot-led movies.




    It's based on the notion that main characters know what they want. But what if they don't? Or, more precisely, what if their unconscious need is far more important than their conscious want?




    This is why filmmakers developing character-led movies find most story theories frustrating. Even the approach developed by theoreticians who better understand the dramatic three-act structure – like Edward Mabley or Frank Daniel – leaves them wanting. These theoreticians are more helpful because they get the difference between dramatic acts and logistical acts, and they are aware of the fractal aspect of story structure. But still, their approach is more plot-led than character-led. If your protagonist doesn't have a clear, conscious goal, you're more or less on your own.




    So how do we overcome this with the Story-Type Method? The first thing we have to do is identify the type of story we’re dealing with, and this comes down to a simple question: What is a good story?




    The most inclusive answer I can offer is that a good story is a metaphor for a problem-solving process. If we don't have, somewhere in our story, a problem to be solved, and someone – a character or a group of characters – doing something about it or struggling with it, consciously or not, we might not have a movie. Whether it is to escape and survive, like Paul Sheldon in Misery, to become a better person, like Phil Connors in Groundhog Day or to deal with racial tension in Los Angeles, like all the main characters in Crash, if you can't isolate a main problem, you might be in trouble.




    The next step is to locate the main problem.




    If the main problem in our story lies outside our protagonist and comes from other characters or nature, we’re dealing with a plot-led movie. Our character – or group of characters if we have co-protagonists sharing the same goal – consciously wants to solve the problem and doesn't need to change, because the main problem isn't within the character, but outside. That's Paul Sheldon (James Caan) in Misery, or Ryan Stone (Sandra Bullock) in Gravity. The character might need to grow – like Stone in Gravity who needs to move on from her daughter’s death – but what holds the story together and defines its direction is one main dramatic action, making it plot-led.




    If the main problem lies inside our protagonist, we’re dealing with a character-led movie. Our character needs to change in order to solve the problem, and often wants this unconsciously, but is usually unaware of the problem, or denies its existence, and therefore can't have the conscious goal of solving it. That's Phil Connors (Bill Murray) in Groundhog Day or Melvin Udall (Jack Nicholson) in As Good As It Gets, Pat (Bradley Cooper) in Silver Linings Playbook or P.L. Travers (Emma Thomson) in Saving Mr Banks. What holds the story together and defines its direction is the main character's evolution, making it character-led.




    Finally, if the main problem lies in society, or if the movie tries to make a moral, philosophical or spiritual point, we’re probably dealing with a theme-led story, usually a multi-stranded narrative, in which we show different individuals confronted with the same problem (or variations of the same problem). We need more than one main character to make it clear that the problem is not unique to one specific character. What holds the story together is the exploration of a unique vision or theme, making it theme-led. We'll discuss theme-led stories next in Key Point 4, as they tend to be an exception rather than the rule in movies, but it doesn’t mean they should be neglected, especially in TV writing where they are very common.
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    Establishing this difference between a conscious want and an unconscious need is crucial for most movies, because although both types can use the dramatic three-act structure, I don't believe we can design a plot-led movie and a character-led movie in the same way. This is what makes the Story-Type Method so powerful and flexible.
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    To structure a plot-led movie, we decide who wants what and why. This defines the main dramatic action of the protagonist, so we have a three-act structure showing the conscious attempts of our protagonist (whether it's one character or a group of characters sharing the same objective) to reach a goal. The protagonist reaches the goal (or fails) and the story is over. Of course the protagonist may have some internal obstacles, which make it more difficult to reach the goal. For example, Jason Bourne doesn't remember who he is, making it more challenging for him – and more interesting for us – to defeat his former employer and survive. Overall what needs to be solved lies outside, not within the protagonist. The plot rules; the character follows. The protagonist can grow – and often does – but there is no need to change because there is nothing wrong with the protagonist.
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    To structure a character-led movie, we decide who needs what and why. This defines the main evolution of the protagonist, and we have to make this evolution believable, (especially if the protagonist manages to change and solve the internal problem) satisfying and meaningful (particularly if the protagonist fails). Because human beings resist change and evolve most when experiencing conflict, we design the plot so that while trying to reach one or more conscious goals, the protagonist experiences external conflict which forces an internal change. What's primarily at stake is not whether the protagonist will reach the conscious goal(s), but whether the protagonist will change.




    





    When we structure the second act of a plot-led movie, we try to define four to six dramatic sequences showing the protagonist's attempts to reach a conscious goal. We generate conflict to increase the difficulty for the protagonist, making the action more interesting for the audience and helping to create a strong identification. The protagonist's goal is the same over most of the movie, although it's usually broken down into subgoals, each of which defines a dramatic sequence. We use a dramatic three-act structure: before, during and after the action of the protagonist.




    When we structure the second act of a character-led movie, we try to define four to six main emotional or psychological steps mapping the evolution of the protagonist, and we design dramatic sequences to generate the conflict that will force the protagonist to change. The evolution of the protagonist is focused on the same character flaw over most of the movie, although it's usually broken down into steps which define dramatic sequences. If there is one clear evolution, it will feel like one story. In a character-led movie, we don't need one main action if we have one main evolution. This is because what's mainly at stake is not the conscious want but the unconscious need of the protagonist. Again, we have a dramatic three-act structure: before, during and after the evolution of the protagonist.




    In a well-structured plot-led movie, we enter Act 2 when we – the audience – understand who wants what and why, i.e. what the conscious goal of the protagonist is. This will define the main action.




    In a well-structured character-led movie, we enter Act 2 when we – the audience – understand who needs what and why, i.e. what the unconscious need of the protagonist is. This will define the main evolution.




    In other words, plot-led movies are action-driven (as in dramatic action, not car chases or fighting scenes), while character-led movies are evolution-driven.




    This is why well-structured character-led movies can be quite episodic. In Groundhog Day, we don't have one main conscious goal which determines the direction of the movie. We have one main evolution which defines what's at stake in the whole film: Will Phil Connors (Bill Murray) manage to change, to become a better person?




    This is also why good character-led movies are often road movies. A change of scene can create new situations which can force an evolution, and the lack of a conscious dramatic drive is supplemented by a clear geographical destination. That's what we have in Sideways for example.




    Now all of this is great, and hopefully it starts to define a clearer picture, but what if we don't want to use the dramatic three-act structure at all to shape the whole film? What if we’re writing a multi-stranded narrative, like Crash (Haggis), Cloud Atlas or Magnolia? Or a TV series like ER, Friends, Deadwood, or Game of Thrones? Most theoreticians would probably find a way to fit these into their paradigm. However, we know that we can't use the dramatic three-act structure because there isn’t just one main dramatic action or one main evolution for one main protagonist, but many equally important characters defining as many story lines. Then what?




    Understanding how the dramatic three-act structure works is essential if we choose to use it to design the whole story, but it's just as important to master it if we choose not to, for example because we can't reduce our story to one main dramatic action or evolution without losing something in the process.




    This is when the Story-Type Method fully kicks into gear, because if you're writing Cloud Atlas or Magnolia, most of the usual story theories have left you by the side of the road as they primarily deal with a main protagonist and a main dramatic action.




    So let's discuss how the Story-Type Method allows us to use the dramatic three-act structure... even if we’d rather not use it to shape the whole story.


  




  





  

    Key Point 4: Theme-Led Stories, or Why the Three-Act Structure Is Optional




    Let's say you're writing a multi-stranded narrative with five main characters. No one character is more important than the others, so you don't have a main character. No single character experiences more conflict than the others, so you don't have a clear protagonist. And they don't share the same goal (in which case they could be co-protagonists in a plot-led movie with a classical three-act structure, as in Alien, The Full Monty and Seven Samurai or its remakes The Magnificent Seven and Disney's Bugs).




    No, you're Paul Haggis writing Crash with Bobby Moresco; Paul Thomas Anderson writing Magnolia; Richard Curtis writing Love Actually; Robert Altman writing Short Cuts with Frank Barhydt; Guillermo Arriaga writing Babel; Lowell Ganz, Babaloo Mandel and Ron Howard writing Parenthood; or the Wachowskis adapting Cloud Atlas with Tom Tykwer from David Mitchell's novel (which is not only multi-stranded but also non-linear). What interests you is primarily thematic, and you feel that a multi-stranded narrative is better suited to telling your story.




    In this case, there is no reason to use a dramatic three-act structure to design your story because you can't isolate one main dramatic action or evolution.
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    What holds these stories together is the theme they explore. The problems they illustrate tend to lie in society rather than within the protagonist or coming from another character or groups of characters who would act in an antagonistic way. The many characters in this type of movie are used to illustrate different facets of the same problem, a problem which usually goes beyond any individual and cannot be solved by the end of the story.




    Therefore, there is no dramatic three-act structure shaping the whole story, simply because there is no before, during and after a main dramatic action or evolution.




    There is no main protagonist either, because the story is multi-stranded.




    And you know what? That's fine! None of the movies listed above fit a conventional paradigm or use the dramatic three-act structure to shape the whole movie.




    A good screenplay doesn't have to be structured in three acts. The three-act structure is optional, at least as far as structuring the whole story is concerned.




    However, thanks to the fractal aspect of story structure, nothing prevents us from using the dramatic three-act structure to shape parts of an unclassically structured story, or using other structural tools like dramatic irony (more on this in Key Point 5).




    For example, we can give each strand a protagonist, with a clear want/need. This means we can use the dramatic three-act structure to design some (or all) strands and dramatic sequences in our multi-stranded narrative.
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    This is often how we approach a long-running TV series, for example in Game of Thrones. Each episode might not be structured in three dramatic acts because we are interweaving different plots which might have started a few episodes back or might end in episodes to come. However, we can still use the dramatic three-act structure to shape each plot with a main dramatic action as it unfolds over many episodes.




    In a close-ended TV series (say most episodes of CSI) we have a more classical three-act structure for each episode, with a main plot in three acts and one or more subplot(s) often in three acts as well. Occasionally the problem will be strong enough to justify developing it over a few episodes.




    Once we master the dramatic three-act structure, we can use it to design classically structured stories, and even unclassically structured ones.




    This is why the dramatic three-act structure is so much more powerful than its logistical sibling: 1) You don't have to use it to shape the whole story; 2) If you do, you can design the whole story and its parts with it; 3) If you decide not to use it for the whole story, you can still use it to structure its parts (acts, sequences, scenes, subplots and/or strands).




    In many theme-led stories, each strand is designed around one main character, and can be plot-led or character-led. In a well-structured multi-stranded narrative, each strand is connected to the same theme or vision to give it some coherence. This is what makes the story theme-led. The evolution (or the action) of each character moves the story (the theme) forward.




    While most movies tend to be either character-led or plot-led, theme-led movies are an exception we need to be able to properly identify and handle. Many theoreticians don't pick up on the difference between the three main story-types and try to force all screenplays into a one-size-fits-all theory, which ends up causing a lot of frustration during the development process.




    Let's try a car analogy. Imagine that the story is a car we’re driving to a distant but exciting destination (production!). How likely are we to arrive if we don't first check the type of fuel our engine needs? Petrol, diesel and electricity are the equivalent of story-types. You can have pure types or hybrids, but you need to identify what the car runs on if you want to get to the finish line. Fill it up with the wrong type of fuel and you can cause serious damage…




    This is what makes the Story-Type Method so efficient: identifying the story-type of each project early on helps us to avoid many structural issues during the development process. Get the story-type right and you'll have your story engine firing on all cylinders. Get it wrong and all sorts of problems will ensue.




    In If We Know the Problem, We Know the Story-Type, we’ll explore in more detail how to identify the story-type of a project as it’s such a core aspect of the method, but for now let’s tackle Key Point 5 and explain why even the dramatic three-act structure is only one aspect of story structure.


  




  





  

    Key Point 5: The Three-Act Structure Is Only One Side of Structure




    Managing conflict is a crucial part of story structure. Using the dramatic three-act structure to define a main dramatic action/evolution and generate a strong identification link is the most efficient way to manage conflict in a dramatic story, which is why it's still so prevalent.




    However, managing conflict is only one aspect of structure. Managing information is at least as important because it can have a significant impact on the structure of the story (and sometimes generate even more conflict).




    To manage information in a story – which can also be seen as defining the audience's point of view – we use three main tools: dramatic irony (often used to generate suspense), mystery and surprise.




    Later on, we’ll take a closer look at how each of these tools work, but here is the gist:




    Dramatic irony is when we give a piece of information to the audience which at least one character on screen isn’t aware of. This character is known as the victim of the dramatic irony, and while the victims may not experience conflict directly, we feel conflict for them because of what we know and they don’t. Dramatic irony can be used to create comedy or drama, to generate laughter or thrills. It’s one of the most powerful tools at the writer’s disposal. As such, it needs to be fully understood because it can be used in a structural way, to supplement and sometimes even replace the dramatic three-act structure.




    Mystery is when we provide enough information for the audience to understand there is something that they don’t know but not enough for them to know exactly what it is. It’s a great hook, especially at the beginning of a story, and while it can be overused or overrated, it’s a popular tool. On its own, it tends to work better in literature than on screen, so it's usually a good idea to avoid relying on mystery alone (and a final surprise). Instead, try to combine it with other tools.




    Surprise is when we suddenly reveal an unexpected piece of information to the audience. Most good stories have at least a couple of strong surprises, because while we enjoy knowing where the story is heading, we enjoy even more being surprised by the way we get there. Whether a surprise happens during the movie or at the end, it casts a new light on the story. When we look back over the narrative with this new information, it still has to make sense.
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    Let's take two examples that deal with information differently, but in which managing information is as important as managing conflict, precisely because most of the conflict is generated through the way information is handled.




    In Sleuth (Mankiewicz), although there is a succession of three-act structures, as we understand the evolving motivations and goals of the two main characters, it’s the different mysteries and main surprises that generate most of the conflict. They shape the film. We want to know what's going to happen next, not because someone wants or needs something, but because of what we've just learnt, what we feel we're about to learn or what we know and at least one character on screen isn't aware of.




    We don’t identify with the same character over the whole story. Depending on who is perceived to be experiencing the most conflict, we empathise with one character or the other. Our allegiance changes a few times during the film. Overall, Milo Tindle (Michael Caine) is probably the protagonist more than Andrew Wyke (Laurence Olivier), as he experiences more conflict.




    So, most of the interest and conflict is generated through a combination of mystery and surprise. It's very similar to Psycho in this respect, although Psycho uses dramatic irony more. We know there’s a killer in the motel, but most characters don’t, except Norman Bates (Anthony Perkins).




    At the other end of the spectrum, movies like The Departed, It’s Complicated, The Court Jester or Tootsie, almost entirely based on dramatic irony, only use the dramatic three-act structure and the dramatic question – will the protagonist reach the goal or not? – as a starting point. The ironic question – how and when will the victim(s) of the dramatic ironies find out? – is much more important in shaping the story and building the audience's desire to find out what's going to happen next.




    For example, in Tootsie, actor Michael Dorsey's (Dustin Hoffman) main problem at the beginning of the film is that he's out of work. No one wants to hire him. So he’s trying to raise $6,000 to finance a friend’s play that he will star in. As soon as he's hired as Dorothy Michaels, that financial problem is solved. For a while, his problem becomes “keeping the job”, followed by “finding a way to leave it”. So what is shaping the movie? From a plot-led point of view, he tries to face the dilemma created by his lie (Will he keep the job or tell the truth?). This is dramatised by the fact that he falls in love with Julie (Jessica Lange) and tries to seduce her, which is more difficult because of who he pretends to be. In reality, Tootsie is a character-led movie. Michael’s main problem is to become a better man especially regarding his relationships with women. He will achieve this by exploring how different he would be if he had been born a woman.




    But if we leave the story-type aside for a while, there is a strong ironic question in Tootsie: How will Julie react when she finds out – along with the other characters – that he's a man and not a woman? This is almost more important than the dramatic question. A lot of the conflict in the story is generated by this dramatic irony and its consequences. Indeed, the climax of the movie takes place when Julie – with the others – finds out and rejects him, feeling betrayed (even though she changes her mind at the very end and forgives him).




    Managing information also offers more subtlety when it comes to generating conflict.




    While a plot-led attitude to generating conflict (a character – the protagonist – wants something but faces obstacles, therefore experiences conflict) is definitely useful, limiting conflict to this leads some screenwriting gurus to say that you have to: “Put your character in a tree and throw rocks at him". This also leads many writers to have people fighting or arguing for no real reason, because they believe this is the only way to stir up conflict in a story. How many times have you seen people shouting at each other in a movie and found the situation artificial, or wondered in which way the argument moved the plot (or the characters) forward?




    This is where dramatic irony becomes so useful. When we use dramatic irony, we can generate a lot of conflict without any of it being apparent, which often makes the situation more interesting.




    For example, if we tell the audience that a female character is about to leave her partner, but he doesn't know this yet, we generate a lot of conflict both for the characters and the audience. We can feel the impending conflict for the male character – who might be discussing their wedding plans with enthusiasm – and the conflict for the female character who is internally struggling to find the best way to tell him their relationship is over.




    Take Hitchcock's famous example of the bomb under the table. Two characters are discussing the weather but we – the audience – see that there is a bomb under the table. Suddenly, although there is no apparent conflict between the two characters, we feel a lot of conflict for them, because we know something that they don't: the presence of a life-threatening danger.




    This works at scene level, but it also works at story level. For example, Infernal Affairs and its remake The Departed, Back to the Future, Cyrano de Bergerac, Tootsie, The Lives of Others, Goodbye Lenin, Avatar and Psycho are all heavily based on dramatic irony. Even super-hero movies use dramatic irony a lot. The real identity of the protagonist (Batman, Superman, Spider-Man, Iron Man, Wonder Woman, etc) is usually a secret for most, except the audience and maybe a confidant or love interest.
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    So, while managing conflict using the dramatic three-act structure allows us to answer the question: “Who wants what and why?" or “Who needs what and why?", managing information deals with this other essential aspect of storytelling, which is: “Who knows what and when?". Managing information is therefore part of structure, and I don't believe it's possible to analyse the structure of the movies we've just mentioned without taking it into account.




    Some theoreticians do discuss dramatic irony in more or less vague terms, but few of them - one exception being Yves Lavandier – realise how structural dramatic irony can be, and how an ironic question can be as important as the dramatic question in shaping the story and generating most of the conflict. This is a key aspect of the Story-Type Method.


  




  





  

    1.2 So What Do We Need to Get It Right?


  




  





  

    A New Approach to Story Structure




    I see structure as a combination of character, theme and plot, as well as managing conflict and information.




    When we work on a story – which is, as stated earlier, a metaphor for a problem-solving process – we first need to identify what the main problem is.




    We only have drama – action in Greek – if someone is trying to do something about a problem, consciously or not. The location of this main problem will lead us to the story-type: plot-led, character-led or theme-led.




    This is the backbone of the Story-Type Method: leaving behind the one-size-fits-all story theories and adapting the development process to the story-type of each individual project.




    So let's summarise what we've established so far:




    If the main problem lies outside the protagonist, we’re dealing with a plot-led story:




    

      	The protagonist has a strong, conscious want: the goal to resolve or overcome the main problem in the story.




      	The protagonist can be a character or a group of characters sharing the same conscious goal.




      	The whole story is shaped in three acts because we have before, during and after a main dramatic action.




      	There is no need for the protagonist to change, because the main problem doesn’t lie within the protagonist.




      	The character’s need, when present, only adds substance or subtlety. It's not the meat of the story; it's the gravy.




      	The character might need to grow – a change in attitude rather than a radical evolution – in order to reach the goal, or might change as a consequence of having experienced the story, but the character doesn't need to change fundamentally.




      	However, we’re trying to make the journey as entertaining, funny or challenging as possible. We'll design the character to serve the plot, for example by defining the protagonist so that some character traits make it more difficult to achieve the goal.




      	The dramatic three-act structure is prominent here, because the story is plot-led.




      	What’s at stake is primarily what the protagonist wants, not what the protagonist needs.




      	What interests the audience most is: “Will the protagonist reach the goal?”.




      	Most of the conflict comes from external characters, so we usually need an antagonist (a character or group of characters whose goal is in direct opposition to the protagonist's goal) or antagonistic forces such as nature in disaster movies – storms, twisters, volcanos, earthquakes, mountains, outer space, seas and oceans – or monsters/killers in monster/horror/slasher movies.




      	Examples of plot-led stories are all the Indiana Jones and James Bond movies (except maybe Skyfall), most action films (like the Bourne trilogy), most thrillers, horror and disaster movies (think Gravity, Taken, Misery, Alien, Jaws, The Day after Tomorrow) but also some independent movies like The Full Monty, Billy Elliot or Goodbye Lenin.


    




    





    If the main problem lies within the protagonist, we’re dealing with a character-led story:




    

      	The protagonist has a strong, unconscious need to resolve a main psychological problem or flaw.




      	If we can see a glimmer of hope for the protagonist, we want the character to change, so we’ll give the character the unconscious goal of changing in order to overcome the internal problem.




      	Often, the character has this goal, unconsciously, but is resisting this change for most of the movie.




      	The whole story is shaped in three dramatic acts because we have before, during and after the main evolution of the character.




      	The protagonist doesn't have to pursue a unique goal because what holds the story together isn’t a conscious goal defining a main dramatic action (who wants what and why), but an unconscious need defining a main evolution (who needs what and why).




      	We are trying to map this evolution of our character and find the most relevant conflicts to make that change happen (or not).




      	In this case, the priority is our character evolution, and the plot – the main dramatic action – becomes a tool to shape it. We use the character’s conscious goal, which determines the plot, to organise the conflicts which are going to force the character to change.




      	What interests the audience most is: “Will the character find a way to change?”. This is the main dramatic question.




      	What's at stake primarily is related to what the protagonist needs rather than what the protagonist wants.




      	Most of the conflict comes from within the character, so the protagonist is the antagonist in character-led movies. Other characters tend to be catalysts, characters who force the protagonist to change, rather than antagonists.




      	Examples of character-led stories are As Good As It Gets, Silver Linings Playbook, Groundhog Day, The Intouchables, The Beat That My Heart Skipped, The Apartment, Little Miss Sunshine, Saving Mr Banks.


    




    Many original movies are carefully balanced between two story-types (hybrid cars in our analogy). For example, Se7en is a fascinating thriller because although it's plot-led like most thrillers – will Sommerset (Morgan Freeman) and Mills (Brad Pitt), the two co-protagonist cops, catch serial killer John Doe (Kevin Spacey)? – it develops a strong character-led subplot: Will Mills manage to control his anger? This brings most of the substance of the story and makes it compelling to watch. Although the co-protagonists reach their primary goal (to catch the killer) and therefore solve the main problem in the story, they fail on three counts: 1) Mills fails to control his emotions and kills Doe out of revenge; 2) Sommerset fails to stop him; 3) This allows Doe to win as he completes his series with the last murder he had planned: his own. This is what gives Se7en a powerful ending and makes it such an original thriller.




    Another fascinating example is The Bourne Identity, an action thriller with Bourne (Matt Damon) as the protagonist trying to survive, escape and understand who wants to kill him. Bourne's got a fantastic internal problem: he doesn't remember who he is. Although each movie in the trilogy introduces a new set of villains (and each external problem is solved by the end of each instalment), it's the internal problem that shapes the trilogy. It’s only when most of the mystery related to Bourne's past is solved that the story truly ends.




    Finally, if the main problem lies in society – or if the movie makes a moral, philosophical or spiritual point – we're dealing with a theme-led story, usually a multi-stranded narrative:




    

      	We don’t have a clear protagonist or a main character, as no character (or group of characters) experiences more conflict or is more important than the others. There is no main plot, only subplots (strands).




      	Each strand of the story follows a character or group of characters confronted with the same problem, in a different way.




      	Each strand, which can be plot-led or character-led, illustrates one aspect of this problem.




      	Each character is facing the same problem, but they are not consciously trying to resolve it together (otherwise they would be co-protagonists sharing the same conscious goal and we would have a plot-led story).




      	We don’t have before, during and after a main dramatic action or evolution. We therefore don’t have a dramatic three-act structure shaping the whole story and that’s fine because the three-act structure is optional.




      	Thanks to the fractal aspect of story structure, nothing stops us from using the dramatic three-act structure to design each strand as a plot-led or character-led story.




      	For a multi-stranded narrative to work, all the strands need to be connected thematically. What holds the story together is a main theme or vision, rather than a main dramatic action or evolution.




      	We end up with a kind of thematic three-act structure, because there is a) before we understand the main theme; b) while the main theme is explored; c) what we can learn or take away from the journey.




      	However, while a main dramatic action (or evolution) is a dynamic element able to drive a story, a theme merely states a vision, a point of view on society. As a result, theme-led stories tend to be more difficult to handle and require a specific talent to get right. Designing and weaving many strands together while still telling one effective story isn’t easy.




      	In a theme-led story, the problem is rarely resolved in the end as it wouldn’t be believable. In the least depressing ones, at least one of the strands shows how you can find a way to deal with it at a personal level, even if the problem itself still exists in society (or in the world of the story). For example, in Crash (Haggis), racial tension still exists in L.A. at the end of the film, but some of the strands have found a positive resolution.




      	What interests the audience most is: “How are these apparently disconnected stories going to be meaningfully connected, and what can I learn from them?”. This defines the thematic question.




      	
Crash (Haggis), Magnolia, Traffic, Babel, Parenthood, Cloud Atlas or the TV series Friends, Deadwood and Game of Thrones are great examples of theme-led stories.


    




    Let's not forget that the dramatic three-act structure is only one way to manage conflict. Managing information (using tools like dramatic irony, mystery, suspense or surprise) generates a lot of conflict too, and often makes for a large part of the structure of a good screenplay.




    





    If you asked me to show visually how I see structure, I would come up with something like this:




    

      [image: ]

    




    Most great movies flex all of their dramatic muscles and work as much on character as plot or theme, as well as managing conflict and managing information. All of this is structure.




    I try to suggest this in the illustration above, which also shows that each story structure element is connected with the others (please don’t take the arrows too literally, they’re only meant to suggest this interconnection). Depending on the primary focus of the story design (a main dramatic action; a main dramatic evolution; the filmmaker’s vision), the story will be either plot-led, character-led or theme-led. If there is no clear focus, it might be a hybrid or an exception or it might be a story that needs work. Managing conflict (who wants/needs what and why) and managing information (who knows what when) apply to all stories, including hybrids and exceptions, though in slightly different ways.




    The key here is to know what’s primarily at stake and design the story accordingly. If you obsess about the plot, or the plot-led aspect of structure, you might miss the most fundamental part of your design in a character-led or theme-led story. If you're trying to force a protagonist to change because supposedly “The protagonist is the character who changes most", you might be doing a disservice to your plot-led story. If the main problem lies outside the protagonist, there is no reason for the protagonist to change.




    Similarly, if you try to analyse movies like Infernal Affairs or its remake The Departed, Tootsie, Back to the Future, Cyrano de Bergerac, Psycho, The Court Jester, Sleuth, Amadeus, The Lives of Others, Goodbye Lenin or Avatar purely from a managing conflict point of view, you miss a large part of the structure of these movies because they are built primarily on the way they manage information.




    Take Titanic for example. So many critics missed the point. They said: “But we already know the ending!". That's because they don't understand dramatic irony. Yes, we know that the boat is going to sink, and that's precisely what makes the story compelling. When Jack Dawson (Leonardo DiCaprio) wins his ticket at the beginning and is so happy to board the ship, we feel for him because we know he's just won a ticket to a guaranteed disaster!




    In Titanic, a lot of the conflict is generated through management of information, thanks to the strong dramatic irony: absolutely everyone in the audience knows that the ship is going to sink. However, we don't know who is going to survive – we know she does, but will he? – and that's what keeps our interest alive. If, for example, we knew for a fact that there were no survivors of the Titanic disaster, it would be much more difficult to engage with the two main characters; it’s our hope that both of them will survive that keeps us involved emotionally and it's only at the very end of the movie that we get the answer to that question.




    





    I hope this introduction starts to clarify the theory behind the Story-Type Method




    

      	How flexible and powerful the dramatic three-act structure can be when we use it to design not only the whole movie in a plot-led or character-led story but also its parts, including its acts (especially dramatic Act 2), sequences and scenes, or its strands in a theme-led story (ensemble films and many TV series). This makes it much more flexible and powerful than the logistical 30–60–30 paradigm. I also explained how it was used differently in plot-led and in character-led stories.




      	How the fractal aspect of story structure makes it possible to design not only the whole story but also its parts (acts, sequences, scenes, subplots). The dramatic three-act structure can therefore be used to shape the strands in theme-led stories, even when it’s not used to design the whole story.




      	How story structure goes well beyond the three-act structure, even the dramatic one, and involves working both on managing conflict (who wants/needs what and why) and managing information (who knows what when); knowing what the protagonist needs (which drives the evolution of the character) as well as what the protagonist wants (which drives the plot and defines the main dramatic action); and being able to handle an unclassical overall structure, especially when the story is theme-led and driven by a strong vision.




      	Finally, how using the Story-Type Method as early as possible in the script development process will allow you to identify the story-type of your project and adjust the development process accordingly, making it easier, faster and hopefully leading to stronger screenplays.
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    Mastering these concepts should help you develop original and powerful stories, which won't feel like they’ve been forced into a predictable, artificial formula yet will be based on solid dramatic foundations. While there is no formula that guarantees a creative or commercial success, the Story-Type Method tries to strike the right balance between efficiency and originality.




    This is what the Story-Type Method is about. Helping you break free of artificial constraints and instead offering you flexible yet powerful tools to develop original, structurally sound screenplays, in a faster, easier way, for a global audience.




    So let’s discuss how we can do just that!


  




  





  

    If We Know the Problem, We Know the Story-Type




    Because it’s such a crucial aspect of the Story-Type Method, I’d like to both recap and expand on the first step in the process.




    So, how do we identify the story-type of our project?




    As explained in Key Point 3, if we agree that a good story is a metaphor for a problem-solving process, we first need to define the main problem in the story. Once we’ve identified the main problem and can see where it lies, we know which story-type we’re dealing with.




    If the main problem lies outside the protagonist, in other characters or nature, we’re developing a plot-led story, which focuses on a main dramatic action.




    If the main problem lies within the protagonist, we’re developing a character-led story, which focuses on the evolution of a main character.




    If the main problem lies in society, explores a political or philosophical problem, we’re developing a theme-led story – usually a multi-stranded narrative – which focuses on a main theme or vision.




    If the main problem is unclear, we might have to define it more precisely, or we might be developing something else, a hybrid or an exception.




    Here’s a way to visualise this decision process and its impact on story structure:
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    If you have a specific story in mind and its main problem is already well-defined, you should be able to tell which story-type your project belongs to. Looking at the examples for each story-type provided earlier in Key Point 3 might help you with this.




    In that case you’re good to go and might be tempted to skip to the chapter that directly concerns your story-type.




    I suggest instead that you read the next three chapters in full and in sequence. Developing a character-led story relies on many of the same tools and concepts detailed in Developing a Plot-led Story, and developing a theme-led story requires a clear understanding of both plot-led and character-led story-types. That’s why I have chosen to approach them in this order.




    If you’re unclear about your story-type, I’ve designed a free interactive video guide called The Structurator®, which is available at www.thestructurator.com, to help you identify the type of the story you’re working on. You could give it a try.




    If you're still struggling to identify your story-type, it could mean one of a few things.




    First, I could be wrong. The theory itself could be flawed, or the way I have put it into words could be flawed. Either way, it doesn’t mean that there is necessarily something wrong with your story. Trust your instinct and press on.




    Second, your story could be a plot-led story with a strong character-led element, like The Bourne Identity, Midnight Run, Billy Elliot or Se7en; or a character-led story disguised as plot-led, like Silver Linings Playbook, Two Days, One Night, Little Miss Sunshine or Ridicule.




    Third, your story could be a hybrid or an exception which, while not clearly fitting any of the story-types briefly defined above and discussed at length in the next three chapters, still works. It could be a movie like Citizen Kane, Psycho, The Lives of Others, The Shining, L.A. Confidential, Memento, The Usual Suspects, Birdman, Gone Girl, The Secret in Their Eyes, Edge of Tomorrow and many, many others. If that’s the case, congratulations! These working exceptions can be the most exciting, interesting, challenging and successful movies, and I’m looking forward to watching yours. I briefly analyse a few of them in Developing Something Else, because understanding how they work – using the tools and templates we’re about to describe, just in a less classical way – might help you create your own.




    Finally, there could be something amiss in the way you’ve designed your story, and hopefully the Story-Type Method will help you fix this. If you don’t know what the main problem in your story is, whether it lies inside your protagonist, outside your protagonist or in society, if you can’t identify what’s primarily at stake in your story, you might be in trouble. If you’re not sure how you manage conflict or information in your story, you might have a problem, but reading the rest of the book should help you solve it.




    This is why I suggest you simply go on reading, whether you’ve been able to identify the story-type of the project you’re working on or not. As we look at each story-type in more depth and explain how a few essential tools work along the way, you should be able to identify your story-type, clarify the structure of your screenplay and solve many of its problems. It might even lead you to realise that your story-type isn’t what you initially thought it was, or that your story might be a hybrid or a working exception…




    But before we explore how to develop each project according to its story-type, I’d like to introduce a brand new concept that applies to all stories, inspired by the work of psychologist Abraham Maslow.


  




  





  

    1.3 Is Maslow Running the Show?




    The Hierarchy of Needs is a psychological theory proposed by Abraham Maslow in his 1943 paper, A Theory of Human Motivation. Maslow suggests a pattern describing the way human motivations generally evolve, defining the following levels of needs: Physiological, Safety, Belongingness and Love, Esteem and Self-Actualisation.




    I’ve always been interested in Maslow’s theory and realised gradually that it can be very useful as the foundation for a framework to help us think about key elements of story design, in a very practical way.




    When I share this concept of applying Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs to screenwriting with other filmmakers, for example when I run my three-day Advanced Development Workshop, it seems to resonate with everyone involved in the creative process, not just screenwriters. Producers and development executives, especially, tell me they find it to be a very powerful tool when they apply it to their projects. I hope you’ll find it useful too.




    Let’s start with the original Hierarchy of Needs, then we’ll see how we can use Maslow’s theory to improve key story elements before defining what I call the M-Factor and illustrating all this with a few examples.


  




  





  

    Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs
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    The general principle of Maslow’s theory, as illustrated above, is fairly simple. Lower needs have to be satisfied before we can move up the pyramid. The four lower needs – physiological, safety, love/belonging, esteem – have to be satisfied before we can reach the highest one, self-actualisation.




    Note that professional artists, specifically writers, often break this rule, but for most people it's kind of true. We’re only able to consider a creative hobby seriously when our more basic needs are satisfied. Do you really feel like learning how to sculpt when the bank is about to repossess your house? Unless said hobby is just an excuse to get a lower need satisfied, for example taking an acting or a painting class just to get laid. But who does that?




    What's all this got to do with storytelling, and more specifically with the Story-Type Method? Well, if we agree that a good story is a metaphor for a problem-solving process, let’s see where the main problem – what’s at stake in the story – lies in Maslow's pyramid, and how this relates to audience, genre, story-type and identification.
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