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AUTHORS’ NOTE



The Action Genre enacts the master metaphor for humanity’s never-ending struggle of life versus death. Action sends a self-sacrificing hero against a self-obsessed villain in a story-long fight to thwart malevolence and rescue a hapless victim. These characters—hero, villain, victim—represent three opposing drives within every human being—the will to triumph, the impulse to destroy, and the hope to survive.


We wrote this book for you, the Action creative, to guide your exploration of this compelling genre and to inspire your finest work in its noble tradition.













INTRODUCTION



In Part One: Action Cores, Chapter One outlines a twenty-first-century system for grouping stories by genre that divides all tellings into principal genres (differing contents) and presentational genres (differing forms of expression). Chapters Two through Five explore the core components of principal genres—core value, core cast, core event, core emotion—and how these four essentials inspire Action.


Part Two: Action Casts, Chapters Six and Seven, concentrates on the trio of forces that generate Action’s inner energy: the hero/villain/victim complex.


Part Three: Action Designs, Chapters Eight through Sixteen, traces the shape of Action from inciting incident to climax.


Part Four: Action Subgenres, Chapters Seventeen through Twenty-Two, examines the genre’s four subgenres, the four intra-subgenres inside each, and Action’s most revered form: High Adventure. Part Four concludes with a call for originality.


A Note on Examples


We illustrate our chapters with examples that were popular when first shown or published, but more important, that illustrate the principles of the genre with precision and clarity. If you haven’t seen them already, we recommend you familiarize yourself with Die Hard, Mission: Impossible—Ghost Protocol, Terminator I–II, Back to the Future I–III, Men in Black I–III, the Star Wars saga, Guardians of the Galaxy, The Dark Knight, Casino Royale, The Matrix, Looper, and Avengers: Endgame.



The Pronoun Problem


Some writers use the singular pronoun he as if it were unbiased, but he is not. On the other hand, the mind-stubbing word-jams of s/he, he/she, her/him, he-and-she, her-and-him, along with the pronoun one and the plural pronouns of they, them, and their used to neutralize gender, well intentioned as they are, slow the read. So, in odd-numbered chapters, unspecified persons will be female; in even-numbered chapters, they will be male.















PROLOGUE: THE LOVE OF ACTION



For tens of thousands of years, our nomadic ancestors celebrated their hand-to-hand, jaw-to-jaw, kill-or-be-killed adventures in firelit dance. As language evolved, epic poets (Homer the most famous) elaborated these mimed exploits into rhymed retellings hundreds of thousands of words long, memorized and recited verbatim. Decades later, scribes committed these massive oral performances to the written word, culminating in masterpieces such as The Odyssey, The Iliad, The Mahabharata, and The Epic of Gilgamesh.


Over the three millennia after Homer, a learned elite sustained the genre with works in both verse and prose such as Beowulf, Njál’s Saga, The Song of Nibelungs, The Song of Roland, and The Life of al-Zahir Baibars. Finally, literacy, along with the motion picture, penetrated all echelons of society until Action became what it is today—the world’s most popular storytelling genre.


Our love of Action begins when play becomes adventure. As we go from crawling on all fours to tottering on two to running from room to room, our imaginations transform climbing a flight of stairs into an assault on a fortress; bounding down, an escape from a monster. The living room rug becomes a battleground and toys become heroes and villains. Our imaginations rescue the blameless and punish the bad guys, instinctively acting out the eternal struggle between Good and Evil.


As we age, our love for Action matures, demanding greater and greater innovation. Year in, year out, excellent actioneers not only satisfy our wishes but express their visions with dazzling originality. Indeed, in the hands of the best action creators, the genre’s conventions greet us like old friends born anew, changed yet unchanged.


Action, because of its popularity, has become one of the most demanding storytelling genres, originality its greatest challenge. In the last century alone, tens, perhaps hundreds of thousands of iterations have played out across page, screen, and game. Clichés litter its landscape. Like the prolific genres of Crime and Horror, the immense volume of Action writing has brought it to the saturation point.


How can today’s author invent an Action sequence tomorrow’s fans haven’t seen or read ad infinitum in the past? How can the modern writer win the ancient war on clichés? How can you create not just a good Action Story but a great one? Action: The Art of Excitement illuminates this challenge and guides the writer to successful originality.













PART 1



ACTION CORES
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THE MODERN GENRES


The multiplicity of life cannot be contained within a thousand stories, let alone one. From all the events that could ever happen, all the people an artist could ever imagine, all the values that preoccupy the mind, all the emotions that can be felt, writers must make choices of what to emphasize, what to excise. Over millennia of oral, enacted, written, and screened works, these choices have coalesced around the story types we call genres.


As readers and audiences enjoy and reenjoy their favorite genres, they develop an appetite for specific experiences and feel a loss when those pleasures go missing. Writers executing works in a particular genre naturally seek to satisfy these appetites with content and form that’s familiar yet unique.
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Principal genres create content: events, characters, emotions, and values. Their telling turns the lives of characters positively or negatively, resulting in meaningful emotional experiences for audiences and readers. These primal story types range from Crime Stories to Love Stories to Family Dramas to Action.


Presentational genres express content: They style the story as comic or dramatic, gritty or poetic, factual or fantasied, in a specific setting, for a specific length of performance time, on page, stage, or screen. These stylistic choices range from the Musical to the Documentary to Farce to Tragedy.


THE ORIGIN OF PRINCIPAL GENRES


The principal storytelling genres evolved in reaction to life’s four essential levels of conflict: physical, social, personal, private.


Battles against the forces of nature—fire, flood, earthquakes, lightning, beasts—inspired storytellers to dramatize physical struggles. The most frequent threat to anyone’s life, however, comes from other human beings, so storytellers also developed tales of social and personal clashes. These three levels—physical, social, personal—generate arcs of changing fortunes in a character’s outer life. Change within a character’s inner nature happens out of sight within the private realms of self-awareness and subconsciousness.


Few stories are so pure that their events take place on only one level of antagonism. Modern Action often mixes or merges with other primal forms, drawing on multiple sources of enmity. But to distinguish one story from another, let’s look at how levels of conflict inspired the now familiar genres.


SELF VERSUS PHYSICAL FORCES


The Ancient Epic


Primeval adventure tales pit heroes against the powers of nature personified as gods: Odysseus battles a hurricane driven by the breath of Poseidon, Gilgamesh slaughters the Bull of Heaven, and thousands more.


The Horror Story


In addition to nature’s personification as gods, the ancients also cast it as monsters such as the Hydra, Chimera, Minotaur, Cyclops, Mormo the vampire, Lycaon the werewolf, and Medusa the Gorgon—each a nightmare of imagination.


SELF VERSUS SOCIAL FORCES


The War Story


Tribe-on-tribe warfare grew into nation against nation, inspiring Homer’s Iliad, his spectacle-in-verse depicting the Trojan War.


The Political Story


When the city-state of Athens instituted democracy in 508 BC, the power struggles that soon followed motivated the tragedies of Sophocles (Antigone, Ajax, Philoctetes) as well as the farces of Aristophanes (The Wasps, The Clouds, The Frogs).


The Crime Story


Crime detection first gained fame with Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” (1841) and his investigative genius Auguste Dupin. Crime fiction went viral when Arthur Conan Doyle gave the world Sherlock Holmes.


The Modern Epic


Spurred by the rise of authoritarianism and its effacement of the individual, modern writers revamped the adventure tale into a fight for freedom that puts a lone hero up against an all-powerful tyrant. Underdog versus overdog tellings span both realism and nonrealism: Spartacus, 1984, Braveheart, The Handmaid’s Tale, Star Wars.


The Social Drama


Upheavals in the nineteenth century exposed economic and political injustices as well as gender and racial inequalities. These stories identify social conflicts and dramatize their possible cures. The novelist Charles Dickens and playwright Henrik Ibsen spent their literary lives exposing various inequities. Today, stories advocating social change have become a major cultural force.


The Enterprise Story


These tales track the struggle for success and threat of failure in the lives of professionals such as scientists, athletes, entrepreneurs, architects, or inventors.


SELF VERSUS PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS


The various levels of intimate relationships create settings for personal conflicts within families and between friends or lovers.


The Family Story


From Medea to King Lear to Succession, family stories provide an unending source of inspiration. They dramatize the acts of loyalty and betrayal that bind together or drive apart parents and their children.


The Love Story


In the late Middle Ages, plagues of rape swept through Europe. To civilize male behavior, troubadours, the pop-culture artists of their day, idealized romance with songs and tales praising the virtues of chaste, chivalric love. Since then, waves of Romanticism followed by tides of anti-Romanticism have buoyed and swamped Western culture and the Love Stories it tells.


SELF VERSUS SELF RELATIONSHIPS


Tellings that arc a character’s inner nature express how and why she changes her private self from who she is at the inciting incident to who she becomes by climax. What can an author change within a character’s secret self? One of three possibilities: morality, mentality, humanity—each offering either a positive or a negative arc of change.


Morality: how a character treats other people—well or ill. Mentality: how a protagonist sees reality and herself within it—meaningful or meaningless. Humanity: how a protagonist’s human potential changes—evolving to a fuller self or devolving to a lesser self.


These inner arcs offer authors six avenues of character change, three positive, three negative.1


Action Stories rarely arc the inner nature. They prefer to drive change along the physical, social, and personal levels. So, let’s set hidden conflicts aside for a later chapter and examine ten principal modern genres that dramatize change in a cast’s outer fortunes. As you read the list below, notice how the simple story types that were originally inspired by life’s levels of conflict have evolved into complex forms. Note also how Action compares and overlaps with the other nine principal genres.


TWENTY-FIRST-CENTURY GENRES OF OUTER CHANGE


Each principal genre contains four essential conventions: core value, core cast, core event, and core emotion.
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By value we mean a duality of positive versus negative: Life/Death, Love/Hate, Good/Evil, Victory/Defeat, Justice/Injustice, Freedom/Slavery, Truth/Lie, and many others.
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By core we mean a value so indispensable to the telling that without it a story becomes an empty recitation of “… and then and then and then…” Each principal genre takes one of these binaries as its essential source of meaning and energy.
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By core cast we mean the genre’s essential roles.


By core event we mean the genre’s critical turning point. Without this pivotal scene, the plot’s chain of events breaks, rendering the story pointless or dull.


By core emotion we mean the unique experience the genre engenders in an audience or reader.


In this section we will discuss the ten principal genres that arc the outer lives of their characters and the quartet of core conventions for each. As we will see in later chapters, these genres often mix and merge with Action, but for now we’ll look at them individually.
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1. The Crime Genre




CORE VALUE: JUSTICE VERSUS INJUSTICE


CORE CAST: COP, CRIMINAL, VICTIM


CORE EVENT: EXPOSURE OF THE CRIMINAL


CORE EMOTION: SUSPENSE





Over the past two centuries, the Crime Genre protagonist has evolved from an ingenious, cool-minded investigator with hard-edged morality to a psychologically and emotionally complex guy or gal with flexible ethics. (See the series Mare of Easttown.)


2. The War Genre




CORE VALUE: VICTORY VERSUS DEFEAT


CORE CAST: SOLDIER, ENEMY


CORE EVENT: THE DECISIVE BATTLE


CORE EMOTION: HARROWING FEAR





A successful military strategy hinges on the courage to carry it out. This genre calls for characters who act despite fear. (See Fury.)


3. The Epic Genre




CORE VALUE: TYRANNY VERSUS FREEDOM


CORE CAST: TYRANT, REBEL


CORE EVENT: AN ACT OF REBELLION


CORE EMOTION: MORAL OUTRAGE





The protagonists of this genre battle tyranny. In Fantasy Epics—The Hunger Games, Star Wars, Game of Thrones—tyrants never survive. In Historical Epics—Spartacus, Braveheart, The Good Lord Bird—protagonists never survive.



4. The Political Genre




CORE VALUE: POWER VERSUS WEAKNESS


CORE CAST: TWO COMBATIVE PARTIES


CORE EVENT: POWER WON OR LOST


CORE EMOTION: HUNGER FOR VICTORY





As political adversaries battle for power, their partisan beliefs become virtually irrelevant. In political warfare, the weapon of mass destruction is scandal: bribes, backstabbings, and, above all, illicit sex. Stories of conflicts between criminal gangs often have little to do with crime but much in common with politics. (See Godfather of Harlem.)


A telling may begin in what looks like a setup for a Crime, War, Epic, or Political Drama, but then evolve into Action as protagonist and antagonist turn into hero and villain.


5. The Horror Genre




CORE VALUE: SURVIVAL VERSUS DAMNATION


CORE CAST: MONSTER, VICTIM


CORE EVENT: VICTIM AT THE MERCY OF THE MONSTER


CORE EMOTION: IRRATIONAL TERROR





Horror eliminates the Action hero to focus on the monster/victim conflict. The Action Genre inspires excitement; Horror provokes terror. Action keeps the reader and audience at a safe emotional distance; Horror assaults the subconscious. Think of Action as a force, Horror as an invasion.


Action villains obey the laws of nature; monsters either break these laws with supernatural power or bend them with power of an uncanny magnitude. An Action villain is a narcissist; the Horror monster is a sadist. The villain possesses the spirit of narcissism; the fiend possesses the spirit of evil. Wealth, power, and fame will satisfy a villain’s vanity, but the monster inflicts pain and prolongs suffering because the agony of his victim gives him sublime pleasure. (See A Nightmare on Elm Street.)



6. The Social Genre




CORE VALUE: PROBLEM VERSUS SOLUTION


CORE CAST: SOCIAL LEADER, VICTIM


CORE EVENT: THE PROBLEM REACHES CRISIS


CORE EMOTION: MORAL INDIGNATION





The Social Genre identifies problems such as poverty, racism, genderism, and child abuse and then dramatizes the protagonists’ search for a solution. (See BlackkKlansman.)


7. The Enterprise Genre




CORE VALUE: SUCCESS VERSUS FAILURE


CORE CAST: PROTAGONIST, SOCIAL INSTITUTION


CORE EVENT: A PROFESSIONAL LOSS


CORE EMOTION: ROOTING FOR SUCCESS





An ambitious protagonist—entrepreneur, athlete, scientist—strives to achieve her ambition. (See Ford v Ferrari.)


8. The Love Genre




CORE VALUE: LASTING VERSUS LOST LOVE


CORE CAST: LOVERS


CORE EVENT: AN ACT OF LOVE


CORE EMOTION: LONGING FOR LOVE





Romantic rituals, no matter how deeply felt, are simply gestures of affection. The only act of genuine love is an anonymous self-sacrifice—a silent deed taken without hope of recognition or reward that benefits the beloved but costs the lover dearly. If love does not hurt, it is not real. The final test of a Love Story is the creation of an act of love that is unique to your characters and deeply moving to your reader/audience.


In many Action films, from Raiders of the Lost Ark to Allied, a Love Story adds a subplot.



9. The Domestic Genre




CORE VALUE: UNITY VERSUS BREAKUP


CORE CAST: A FAMILY


CORE EVENT: A CRISIS OF DEVOTION


CORE EMOTION: LONGING FOR TOGETHERNESS





The cast of a Domestic Drama may or may not be blood relatives, but no matter how the group was formed, its members, even if they don’t love one another, commit to mutual unity as they struggle to stay together. (See The Incredibles II.)


10. The Action Genre




CORE VALUE: LIFE VERSUS DEATH


CORE CAST: HERO, VILLAIN, VICTIM


CORE EVENT: HERO AT THE MERCY OF THE VILLAIN


CORE EMOTION: EXCITEMENT
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The core cast of Action forms a triangle of moral archetypes. The essential trait of the hero is altruism; of the villain, narcissism; of the victim, vulnerability.


Each of these ten genres envelops subgenres: Crime, for example, has fourteen; Love, six; Action, four. We will explore the subgenres of Action and their sixteen intra-subgenres in Part Four.



GENRE COMBINATIONS


When a central plot in one genre intercuts with a subplot in another, the contrast expands character complexity. In a typical example, if an Action Genre central plot splices with a Love Story subplot, the telling pulls the protagonist back and forth between the tough qualities called for in Action and the light touches needed in Romance. (See Romancing the Stone.)


PRESENTATIONAL GENRES


Once a writer chooses her principal genre and shapes a telling within it, she must give these events a voice. Presentational genres focus her choices of expression: Which medium best conveys her story: Screen? Page? Stage? In what setting should it take place? What stylistics best express its visual and auditory mood? How long the telling? At what pace? Where in time: Present? Past? Future? Below are ten presentational choices. Each of these possibilities, even the Musical, could express an Action tale.
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1. Tonal


A spectrum of tone runs from Tragedy to Farce, from the solemn to the satirical. Any principal genre could first treat life seriously, then flip to a lighter tone, then move back into the darkness. Or reverse that dynamic: a swing from comedy to drama and back to comedy.


2. Musical


Any principal genre could be sung and danced.


3. Science-Fiction


Any genre could be set in a futuristic world or a tech-driven present or past.


4. History


Any genre could take place in a previous era.


5. Ontology


Ontology means the nature of a story’s reality. Any genre could take place in a naturalistic setting or in one of the nonrealisms that range from magical to fantasied to supernatural to the absurd.


6. Documentary


Any genre could be told factually.


7. Animation


Any genre could be animated.


8. Autobiography


Any genre could dramatize a memoir.


9. Biography


Any genre could dramatize a person’s life.



10. High Art


Any story could be styled as cinematic art, avant-garde theatre, or literary fiction. In the Action Genre, High Art becomes High Adventure (as we will see in Chapter Twenty-Two).


To be clear, genres are the underlying forms that give stories substance and surface. A writer chooses among genres the way a composer chooses among classical, jazz, rock, or hip-hop, then among a solo voice or an instrument or ensemble or orchestra to best intone her melody. For the writer, the questions become: Which principal genre best embodies my vision? Which presentational genre best expresses it?


GENRE EVOLUTION


Cultures evolve slowly over time, and as they do, their storytelling transforms as well. Authors, therefore, like antennae attuned to the world around them, bend or break genre conventions to fit the changing perceptions of their audiences and readers. Writers adapt principal genres to changing cultural and political forces. They retune presentational genres by repurposing innovations like the internet. The evolution of the female hero, for one example, is a major advance. As a result, the Action Stories we’re telling now are light-years beyond stories told just a decade ago.


Once you master the structures and techniques of Action, you are free to use, change, or ignore its conventions in whichever way you see fit. Action offers you any setting, any medium, any length, any voice. The most important creative choices are always yours.


The next four chapters put these choices to work as we examine the four foundational components of Action: core cast, core value, core emotion, and core event.


Footnote


1 For more on the six genres that arc the inner life, see Chapter Ten: The Complex Character in Character: The Art of Role and Cast Design for Page, Stage, and Screen by Robert McKee.
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THE CORE VALUE OF ACTION


Of the four core aspects that compose a principal genre (cast, action, emotion, value), value is the feature that clearly defines each and sets it apart. Core value not only determines a genre’s subject matter and shapes its meaning but also electrifies its telling with energy.


Story values are living contradictions of a positive versus negative charge such as Truth/Lie, Love/Hate, Freedom/Slavery. A story could infuse its events with a dynamic moral paradox (Good/Evil), a social dilemma (Justice/Injustice), a personal clash (Loyalty/Betrayal), or a warring inner state (Sanity/Insanity). Over the course of any story, a core binary value powers the deepest emotions. As this value shifts its charge from positive to negative, negative to positive, characters win and lose, suffer and survive, propelling events to climax.


If an audience/reader cannot sense a value pulsating through the characters’ lives, interest muddles into confusion and emotions dissolve into indifference. Without a core value, events make no sense, characters stir no emotion.


The core value in the Action Genre is Life/Death.


This dynamic has inspired every Action tale from The Epic of Gilgamesh (2000 BC) to No Time to Die (AD 2021). Action dramas such as The Odyssey, Moby-Dick, Die Hard, and Star Wars as well as Action comedies such as Guardians of the Galaxy, Kung Fu Hustle, and Men in Black share this same core value. Throughout the whole of history, Action tales from every culture, infinite in nuance and variety, have pulsed with the struggle to take one more breath.
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Stories in the Crime Genre turn on the legal consequences of injustice; tales of redemption arc a protagonist from immoral to moral. The Action Genre, however, ignores both legality and morality. Instead, it keeps the traits of hero and villain vividly polarized. Heroes, even if they break the law, remain heroic; villains, even if they’re loyal to each other, remain villainous. This moral dichotomy allows the Action writer to focus on what excites the most: the imminence of death.


Life/Death gives Action its essential meaning. Unless extinction is at stake, excitement melts into boredom. Without the threat of death, an Action Story, no matter how violent, becomes empty choreography.


The variety and subtlety of positive/negative charges in Action’s core value span myriad emotional experiences from adrenaline surges of euphoria to grief over a lost loved one. So, although subplots often bring other values into play, Life/Death offers enough diversity of conflict to carry a full-length work on its own.
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THE CORE CAST OF ACTION


The principal genres cast a minimum number of specific roles to execute the necessary events.


In the ideal cast, no two characters share the same attitude toward people around them or even life itself. Instead, their natures contrast with, or even contradict, each other. As a result, no two characters take the same actions and no two react the same to anything that happens. Each role performs its specific tasks in its specific way.


Here are three familiar examples:


Love Stories cast three core roles: lover, beloved, and an antagonistic force opposed to love. Once the lover and beloved meet, their intimacy builds toward a lifetime of commitment. At some point, however, an adverse force enters the telling to test the lovers’ fidelity. This third role comes in an unlimited variety of forms, from an opposing family, society, race, or religion to a rival lover. A negative force might also arise from within the lovers themselves, pitting psychological or emotional incompatibilities against one another. Conflicting political allegiances in Lust, Caution, for instance, not only destroy the lovers’ affair but end their lives as well.


The Crime Genre anchors in a core cast of cop, crook, society. A cop investigates a crime, trying to identify, apprehend, and punish a criminal, and thus win justice for society.


War Stories need just two core roles: warrior versus enemy. The two battle toward final victory or defeat as each risks her life to win the war for her side. For example: In Hell in the Pacific, a downed American pilot and a stranded Japanese soldier fight to the death on an uninhabited island.


THE ACTION GENRE


The Action Genre casts three core roles: hero, villain, victim.
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This triad shapes the Action Story as villains endanger victims that heroes must save. Each of these characters projects a unique spirit that not only defines herself but contrasts her relationship with the other two.


HEROISM: THE SPIRIT OF ALTRUISM


The shades of power in a hero run from superhero (Superman) to action hero (Lara Croft) to everyman hero (Captain Phillips). Superheroes employ extra-human powers to battle extra-human villains; action heroes test their strengths against conventional villains; everyday heroes have no special skills, except the will to endure.
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In classically told stories, the protagonist propels events to closure, a final turning point beyond which the audience or reader cannot and does not imagine another. This climax tests the lead role to the limits of her human potential. In the Action Genre, the central character must do all this and be fully heroic as well.


The term hero implies more than courage or fighting skills. We admire a surgeon’s steady nerves as she saves a life on an operating table or a social worker’s compassion as she saves a child from drug addiction. But in these cases, the professional’s personal life keeps its distance from the patient’s or client’s life. In an act of true heroism, however, two lives connect: One person sacrifices her life to save the life of another.


In a high-tension genre such as Horror, a protagonist fights to save her life from a hideous death… but only her life and no one else’s. When Horror audiences and readers identify with a victim in terrifying jeopardy, they often feel the tremulous emotions of terror and dread.
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When an Action Story hero rescues a victim from lethal danger, her act arouses excitement in the audience as the spirit of altruism carries her to the far end of the courage spectrum. She risks and, if necessary, erases her own existence to save the life of an innocent. The instinct for self-sacrifice places the hero at the story’s center of good.


THE CENTER OF GOOD


We want to vicariously experience fictional events as if they were happening to us. But to do so, we must search through the traits and qualities of a story’s cast and sort good from bad, positive from negative. We want to embroil ourselves, not just intellectually but personally. The moment our instincts spot a positive spark emanating from within a character, we instinctively connect with that kindred spirit, empathetically identify with the character, and immerse ourselves in her life. This role becomes the story’s center of good.


We instinctively connect to the good because each of us feels that we, too, are essentially good. We know we’re flawed, struggling to do better, but deep inside we feel that our heart is in the right place. When a story anchors a positive quality in its protagonist, and then surrounds this character with roles of lesser, dimmer, darker, even negative quality, the glowing light from within her draws our empathy and spurs emotional involvement. Once linked, we feel free to suffer or celebrate as if what happens to the protagonist were happening to us.


The moment a storygoer steps into a fictional world, she begins to inspect its value-charged universe, sorting positives from negatives, rights from wrongs, goods from evils, searching for a secure place to invest her empathy.


A story’s center of good places a positive charge of value (Justice, Goodness, Love) deep within the telling, in clear contrast with the negative charges (Tyranny, Evil, Hate) that surround it. Human beings naturally identify with the positive rather than the negative because they feel that deep within themselves, despite their flaws, their essential nature is positive. As a result, readers and audiences instinctively project empathy toward their perception of an affirmative quality.


In Action, the center of good anchors in the hero’s altruism. Her self-sacrificing nature keeps her personal misery, no matter how bloodied, at a safe emotional distance from readers and audiences, allowing them to identify with her moral strength. As a result, the knife-edge of danger in the Action Genre inspires high excitement but never descends into the intense fear of the Thriller, let alone the terror of Horror.


For instance: In Terminator 2: Judgment Day, the villainous T-1000 blasts the limbs and flesh off the heroic T-800, his severed wiring thrashing and crackling. The T-800 ultimately sacrifices himself in a vat of molten metal. But rather than making the audience recoil, his suffering and martyrdom arouse great excitement.


THE HEROIC ARC


The inner natures of heroes rarely change. Instead, the events that drive an Action Story pivot its hero’s outer circumstances. The threat of death at the beginning (negative) arcs to either life (positive) or death (tragically negative) at climax. The hero’s action choices under the threat of death reveal her inner nature but do not change it. By a story’s climax, its hero has been revealed as essentially the same person she was when the story began, but now we have insight into who, beneath the surface, she really is—exactly how skillful, how determined, how intelligent, how altruistic.


HEROISM IN MIXED AND MERGED GENRES


Genres mix when story lines of different genres crosscut. If an Action central plot alternates with a subplot from another genre, the hero needs additional character traits, making her more complex.


A common mix of genres intercuts Action with subplots of the Buddy and Crime Genres: Men in Black, Lethal Weapon, Rush Hour. To the protagonist’s core of heroic altruism, these admixtures stir in the wit and selflessness necessary for friendship plus the analytical skills of a detective.


Genres merge when a story line in one genre drives the outcome of another. If, for example, an Action Story merges with one of the six genres of character change, then as the hero tries to complete her mission, her morality, mentality, or humanity changes for better or worse.


Wreck-It Ralph, for instance, arcs the protagonist’s morality from bad guy to good guy. In it, Ralph, a video game character, loathes his life as the villain in the very popular Fix-It Felix. His sole purpose in life is to play the hulking oaf that the hero, Fix-It Felix, beats every day, every game. Depressed, Ralph goes to a self-help group populated by video game villains who chant, “I’m bad and that’s good. I will never be good and that’s not bad.” Ralph rejects their mantra and instead quests after a heroic role in another video game.


In this game, Ralph encounters a character whose life is in danger and makes an instinctive crisis decision to forfeit his life to save hers. With that, he reaches the height of altruism: sacrifice without reward. Ralph arcs a Redemption Plot from reluctant villain to altruistic hero.1


Guardians of the Galaxy takes merging genres a step further by combining Action with both the Redemption Genre and the Buddy Story (a subgenre of the Love Story). Its protagonists change from immoral criminals to heroic friends, each willing to die to save the other.


(The mentor, by the way, is not an Action role. The casts of Die Hard, Jaws, and Guardians of the Galaxy have no mentors, no guides. Mentors often play a supporting role in the Maturation Plot, one of the subgenres of the Evolution Genre. If an Action Plot merges with a coming-of-age story, then the protagonist may indeed need a mentor, as Rey needed Luke Skywalker and Yoda in the Star Wars saga.)


When you mix or merge genres, the growing complex of character traits tends to favor one facet of a hero’s nature over another. So, which side is the most important? Is your protagonist a romantic hero or a heroic romantic? These are two different people. How you balance story lines guides you to which aspects dominate, which support, and how they interact.


VILLAINY: THE SPIRIT OF NARCISSISM


Villains range from supervillains to master criminals to street gangs.


They use violence without hesitation because they’re indifferent to the humanity of their victims. The hero, in contrast, has to be provoked to violence because she cannot be indifferent to anyone’s humanity, including the villain’s. To the villain, heroes and victims are objects—a means to an end; to the hero, no one, not even the villain, is an object.
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