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Introduction


The most successful stories possess excellent structure. Conversely, much of what goes wrong with creative work can be put down to a failure of structure. Yet the structure of a work is often not consciously apprehended. We get lost in what we can see, the visible flesh of the work, and don’t become aware of the spine of the story until we start to realize the work is going wrong. But whether consciously or subconsciously grasped, good structure pleases us and bad structure strikes a wrong note. When it succeeds, structure can lay the foundation for a satisfying and harmonious experience for reader and audience. Knowing and understanding structure, often intuitively, is as crucial to the audience and readers’ understanding and enjoyment as is it to the writer. We naturally like work with balance and harmony, work that has shape and form. But what is structure? What is form? What is plot? Is structure the same as plot? Is structure more fundamental than plot or form?


To answer these questions it is necessary to go into a certain amount of theory. This book starts from the premise that theory is vital for any serious writer wanting to do more than dabble; that grasping the theory is essential for writers to learn and progress. This will necessitate drawing out the theoretical underpinnings of creative writing in a way not tackled in the field before. But this book is far from being a book of theory. The theory will be presented in a highly concrete and practical manner with numerous practical applications and exercises on the way. It will get you actively involved and not just passively reading. It will help you develop the knowledge and skills to be able to look through the flesh of a work to the all-important skeleton beneath while at the same time grasping the theoretical grounding of creative writing.


Many new writers, and many books written for writers, concentrate on the flesh at the expense of the bones. But stories, whether expressed in the form of poems, songs, scripts or plays, need a shape and a structure; they need a skeleton, a frame on which to hang the delightful flesh of words. Structure brings an organization to the work. Good structure also brings balance and harmony. Structure might seem to be the boring part of writing, but knowing how to structure and practising the use of form is vital for any writer wanting to make a success of their writing. Writers need to know how form and structure both differ and interrelate; they need to handle form and structure successfully as this can give them a whole new mastery of their craft. The more you write, the more interested in and knowledgeable about structure you become. This book is written for those who have got to that stage or who want to get there.


This book is for serious writers who want to tell stories, great stories. It is about what goes in to make a great story and about the structure, form and plot of great stories. But what is a great story? Great is an overused word, overused to the point of nearly losing its meaning, though there is enough meaning left for us to understand that a great story, whether in book, film, poem or play, is one that we enjoy; one that tells us something about ourselves and that convinces for its duration, and ideally for a time afterwards. A great story is one that touches us; that we look back on fondly and one that we want to go back to again and again. It has writing we marvel at, characters we love, hate, take delight in or are terrified by. It has a gripping opening and a stirring ending. It creates a different and involving world for us such that, though we are sitting in a chair in our living room reading, in our minds we are on another continent or in another century or universe. A great story totally involves us and even teaches us something. A story that lacks greatness does not entertain, involve or convince us. It does not touch us in our deepest, innermost part. It will not work and, like a restaurant that gives us poor fare or even food poisoning, we won’t want to revisit it in a hurry. A great story stays in the mind; a bad story may well stay in the mind but for the wrong reasons.


Creating good structure is a tall order, but even if we fall short of perfection in our own stories, the closer we believe we can get to it the better our work will be and the better will be our appreciation of structure in other writers’ work. In this book we will look at how stories work and what lessons, structures and techniques we can learn from them to be able to write better stories. Character and setting are at the core of any story, great or otherwise, and the relationship of character to plot was covered in the author’s previous book, The Writer’s Source Book (see Taking it further) where many exercises for finding and developing characters are given; setting deserves its own treatment. However, in this book we are concentrating on the mechanics of plotting and on structure and will draw on the newest writing theories about structure and plot.


The aim of this book is a simple one. It is for writers and it will look at the structural requirements and techniques for writing stories and suggest a number of strategies and exercises to help you write great ones.



1

The basics of a story
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In this chapter you will learn:

•  what you need to get started

•  what defines a ‘story’

•  specific elements which are important to stories

•  how to write a story in 50 words

•  the importance of revision.



If you want to write you should have a notebook that you carry with you everywhere, in your pocket, bag or handbag. You should get used to writing things down; snatches of overheard conversations, story ideas or descriptions. No doubt you will already have paper and writing implements, but if you have not got one already, get yourself a small notebook specifically for your writing. Use this text book in conjunction with that notebook because you will be asked to do exercises in thinking and writing as we go along. Also be prepared to record what you see or overhear, or to jot down ideas as they occur to you. Who knows what small thoughts and observations may lead to – a notebook and a pen or pencil to write with should be with you every day.

What is a story?

Edgar Allen Poe said that a short story was something that can be read in one sitting. This attests to the shortness of the story but says nothing about its nature or the quality; after all, the back of a cornflake packet can be read over breakfast. Another common definition of a story, one with an ancient tradition having been laid down by Aristotle in his Poetics (c. 335 BCE), is that a story is a piece of writing, ‘a whole with a beginning, middle and end’. This says something of the shape of a story, but an essay or even a football match can have a beginning, middle and end and there are big differences between a football match and a story.

In addition, stories are not confined to creative writing. A lawyer tells a story in court; a suspect tells a story to the police; a wife or husband, late home from work again, might tell a story to explain where they have been. In the field of creative writing, stories are not confined to fiction. Far from it. A story is central to plays and screenplays. Many poems and songs tell stories.

Stories have been around as long as human beings and predate by millennia all our current written and visual forms. Cave drawings tell stories of our ancestors’ lives in pictures; humans told stories to each other long before we were able to write them down. It is important for us to acknowledge our debt and our connectedness to the past in order to recognize how important stories have been to us and to understand how varied the forms and structures of those ancient stories are as well as any similarities with the stories we tell today. As we seek to understand what stories mean for us today and how to write great stories that engage and last, it is crucial to understand from where we have come.

As for a definition of ‘a story’, in the several entries for story in the Chambers 21st Century Dictionary there are these:

a  A written or spoken description of an event or series of events which can be real or imaginary

b  A lie.

The idea that a story is a lie is immediately uninhibiting for creative writers.
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The truth that a story is a lie means that we have permission to make things up, to imagine and invent.
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In writing or telling a story we deal with an event or series of events which can be real or imaginary; if real we can lie about them. What other discipline encourages such anti-social behaviour?

Let us start with this dictionary definition of a story and see if we can expand on it and isolate certain components that all stories have.

‘For Sale’

One extremely short story, often attributed to Ernest Hemingway but possibly apocryphal, is: ‘For sale: baby shoes, never worn.’

It is astonishing, but this is only six words long. If it can be called a story, let’s examine what makes it a story. Read it over again: ‘For sale: baby shoes, never worn.’
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Write






Before you read any further, take out your notebook and write those six words at the top of a page. When you have done that ask yourself the following:

•  Is ‘For Sale’ a story? If not, why not?

•  If you think it is a story, why? What makes it a story?

•  What kind of story does it suggest to you?

•  Are there any characters suggested?

•  Who are they? List them.

•  What do you think the story is about?

Write down a few ideas that the words suggest; whatever comes to mind. There is no right or wrong approach to this. Just write whatever comes; words, feelings, random notes. You do not have to write proper sentences. The notes are just for you. When you have done that, resume reading this book. But for the moment, shut the book and consider ‘For Sale’.

[image: image]

What did you write? To repeat, there is no right or wrong but only what you come up with.


You may have written notes like the following:

•  Limited word length, six words. Written in groups of two.

•  Sadness. Tragedy. Dead baby.

•  Is it a story? Yes. Why? Because of the two words ‘never worn’.

•  What story? Loss of a child – death or adoption planned but falls through at last minute.

•  Sparseness of language = contained grief?

•  Characters? A mother, parents, a baby?

•  Attempt to move on? Choice not to pursue another pregnancy/adoption?

•  Who is selling the shoes? Were they found in a house clearance? Why ‘never worn?’



In terms of notes, that would be more than enough. You will have come up with your own but you may have jottings, ideas or observations that overlap with the above.

Let us use our notes to examine this small six word story in terms of:

•  Story and hook.

•  Characters – conflict and viewpoint.

•  Language, style, meaning and theme.

•  Tone and genre.

Story

Is it true that the two words ‘never worn’ define this as a story? They are certainly the words that give the piece impact, but are they what make it a story? Let’s test it: what if it did not say ‘never worn’ but instead had a different ending? What if it said, ‘For sale: baby shoes, slightly worn?’ Is this better? Is this as interesting? No, it is not. This is simply the usual recycling of clothing of parents passing on items their child has outgrown. We would expect them to have been worn. This ending is familiar and ordinary.

Hook or turn

The key to this six-word piece has to be the words ‘never worn’. Why? ‘Never worn’ indicates an unexpected event and unexpected events are good news in stories. Why? They are what turn the story, make it unfamiliar and lift it from the ordinary. A ‘turn’ in a story catches our interest as readers, intrigues us and keeps us reading. A ‘turn’ is an unexpected event or occurrence that raises questions and hooks us. And hooking the reader is what we all want to do as writers. We will consider the idea of the ‘turn’ and its importance in story structure in detail in later chapters, but what hooks the reader here is the question ‘Why?’ Why were the shoes never worn? What possible events lie behind these words? These words make it a story because there is a narrative suggested in them.
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The expected, the predictable and the obvious close the mind, while the unexpected, the less obvious, the unpredictable open up the mind and leave it ready to receive and imagine. Unexpected occurrences are good for stories. They have the power to ‘turn’ a story and a ‘turn’ in a story can hook the reader.
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Surprise your readers. Find ways to hook them. Get into the habit of looking beyond the obvious.
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Characters

Are there characters in this story? Who are they? Who is selling the shoes and why are they for sale? There is a planned-for event here such as a birth or a birthday suggested by the buying of new shoes for a baby. The existence of parents or prospective parents is hinted at. The baby has for one reason or another not materialized. Why? What if there was a pregnancy that went wrong or an adoption that fell through and the prospective parents decided not to pursue the adoption any further? Is there a single parent or two parents? Is it both parents who want to sell the shoes or just one? If one, then does that mean that one parent is able to cope with the grief more than the other? Why? This suggests conflict between the parents over this issue and conflict is interesting because it will always hook the reader.

Conflict

Conflict may be what we like to avoid in life but we should embrace it when writing stories. Conflict generates energy, desire and trouble. Trouble is what we want and need our characters to face. What has this loss done to the relationship between the parents? Has it caused a conflict embodied by the shoes? What if there was trouble over advertising the shoes for sale?

Or, what if putting the shoes up for sale is not something being done out of grief at all? What if there are other characters involved? What if the shoes are being put up for sale by someone else, a relative or someone less close, who bought them to give to the baby but now for some reason can’t? What reason would prevent someone giving a pair of new shoes bought for a baby? What if it was a grandmother or a mother-in-law who bought the shoes as a present but now, through a failed adoption or a marriage break-up, the present seems inappropriate or simply unwanted or otherwise impossible to give? What if a secondhand shop or a dealer is selling the shoes? If so, what sort of person is the dealer and how did the shoes come into their possession? Were they thrown out or found or both? At the heart of all of these questions is the big question, why did they remain never worn?
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We need to ask questions of the situations and characters we create because that is the way we find the necessary complications of story and character. It does not really matter in the early stages what the answers to the questions are; what matters is that we ask the questions, lots of questions. The more answers we get, the better; they help us develop interesting characters and scenarios. The more ideas we can generate and sift through, the more likely we are to come up with something out of the ordinary for both character and story that engages the reader.
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Viewpoint

These questions also raise the issue of perspective and viewpoint. Whose story is it? Deciding this is one of the most fundamental issues to be resolved in writing any story. The viewpoint character will be the person through whose eyes we, the reader or audience, experience the story.

In this story, is it the story of prospective parents or of someone else connected to them? Is it the mother-in-law’s story or the story of the secondhand dealer in clothes? Is it the story of the shoes themselves? There are plenty of stories about objects such as red shoes, rocking horses, bicycles and red balloons that work brilliantly. What about the baby? What if the story was told from the perspective of the baby who did not arrive? Think about this in connection with your notes. There is no right or wrong but whose story would you say it was? If you were to write this story, who would you write it about?
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One of the most fundamental questions to be decided in writing any story is whose story is it? Establish the perspective, the viewpoint character (or characters) and stick to it. Be consistent. Don’t shift viewpoint. A shifting viewpoint is one of the major causes of instability in a story.
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Language, style and meaning

What about the use of language in the story? Do you find it sparse? There is no attempt to colour the story with adjectives that might sell the shoes better or explain more – that could be why it is attributed to Ernest Hemingway, who made a virtue of using clear, simple, plain language in his writing. It is written in a highly compressed style with a total word length of only six words. Imagine the difficulty of writing such a brief story. The word limit would be understandable if this was a telegram or an advert for a newspaper that charged by the word, but what does the limited word length do to the story? It forces the writer to get the important information over in as few words as possible. This story makes a virtue of brevity and clarity, both excellent concepts to keep in mind for all writing. It also means that certain elements cannot be spelt out but will remain hidden.

So, write clearly and simply. To paraphrase Coleridge: search for the right words and put them in the right order. Think about how meaning is conveyed to the reader – it is through the language, and through the meaning of the words, but also through the structure because they are organized in such a way that the impact is at the end. ‘Never worn’ is what the words lead up to. It is the sting in the tail, the twist of the unexpected.
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It is always a good idea to have the impact (or punch) of a sentence, paragraph or story at the end not at the beginning. It should be what you are leading up to, not what you are writing away from. If the interest is all in the first part of the work, the rest of it tails off.

[image: image]

Another element of the structure is that the words are written down in groups of two. ‘For sale’. ‘Baby shoes’. ‘Never worn’. Groups of two might imply a couple; a couple who had been expecting as baby but who lost it. This use of language could be bringing in another dimension, a dimension more in common with poetry than prose. The language in a poem generally works in ways other than just seeking to get information across. Words can vibrate against each other in ways that unlock rhythms and resonances of sound, in ways that create reverberations of hidden meanings or create new, additional meaning. In the right context, prose writers can use these effects too, but when prose is used simply to convey information or elicit facts we are often not much interested in the resonance of the words.

The six words in this story are hardly resonant, but the effect they have together achieves some resonance. It is not written simply to get ideas or information across. The meaning they suggest radiates from them, with much of it hidden and suggestive, in much the same way that a good poem works. Many plays and screenplays also work on the notion of what is hidden. Writing plays and screenplays is as much about what you leave out as what you put in. This is why screenplays have been described as made up of hundreds of haiku, for what is a haiku? It is a Japanese poetic form in which the poem is written in exactly 17 syllables. There are a number of traditional rules in terms of composition and subject matter but at the heart of a haiku is compression; a compressed view of a moment in time, and it is this sense of compression and economy that makes the comparison with a screenplay understandable. All the forms of writing we have; poems, prose, scripts and songs may all be different from each other, but there is interesting cross-over and similarity that can, if explored, reveal fruitful lessons and potential structures for writing.







	
[image: image]


	
Key idea






Not all that you write has to be on the page – important elements of the story can be hidden and made present through structure and implication. You, the writer, need to know them, they need to be there, but they can be implied and do not have to be explicitly stated.
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Theme

All stories have themes. But what is a theme? It is the idea, message or even moral of the story. Put simply, it is what the story is about. Often themes are timeless and universal ideas which are embedded, suggested, or implied in particular characters and events. What is the theme of Romeo and Juliet? It might be ‘young love is doomed’.

One handy way to start developing a theme for a story is to take a proverb, For example:

•  All that glisters is not gold.

•  Pride comes before a fall.

•  Every cloud has a silver lining.

You then write a story ‘proving’ that idea. If you find this idea interesting, do it.







	
[image: image]


	
Write






To go back to our six-word story, what is its theme? Would you say it is about loss? Or dashed hope? Or something else? Can you think of a proverb that would suit it? Think about this and write your thoughts down in your notebook.

[image: image]

Tone and genre

Do not be put off by the word genre. Its derivation is French and means simply ‘kind’ or ‘sort’. When people ask what genre of story it is, they mean what type is it? Is it a romance, a romantic comedy, a murder mystery, an historical story, a war story, or a children’s story?

What about ‘For Sale’, the six-word piece we have been considering? The tone seems to imply sadness, loss, tragedy. It seems a serious story. It does not, on the surface, seem a comic one but can it be made humorous? It might be possible, the further back you stand from the core sense of loss that the words convey.

Consider the possibilities: What if an old philandering boyfriend believes the baby is his and bought the shoes to get back with his girlfriend, only to discover that she is now with the real father of the baby? This sounds sad but it might also be comic. It depends on the view we take of the material. What if the boyfriend is similar to the main character in the novel and film About a Boy by Nick Hornby who pretended he had a child in order to sleep with a young mother? We could create a character for this six-word story who might well have been pretending to have a child and who bought the shoes in order to get close to the baby’s mother. One imagines him failing and having to sell on the shoes.
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You will of course start writing with the first thoughts you have. Don’t stick with them. Push your ideas deeper and further and see what new and fresh ideas come; what new character quirks, situations and plot lines develop. Do not settle for what is on the surface or be happy with what is obvious. It is completely normal at first to go for the obvious. For example, it seems natural, in this case, to see this as a tragic story about a lost baby, but with a bit more digging and searching it is possible to suggest something less obvious.
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Though ‘For Sale’ suggests tragedy and sadness on the surface, it can be made lighter and even comic by taking a different view. Look at your material in different ways and from different viewpoints. Make it unexpected, unusual and intriguing.
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Your task is to write a piece as succinct as ‘For Sale’. Six words might be too demanding, so how about 50?

•  Pick a genre – comic, romantic, spy fiction, children’s literature, a western, etc.

•  Identify a theme – is it about love, loss, sadness, prejudice, pride or money?

•  Think of a proverb you can use for your theme, e.g. ‘more haste less speed’, ‘never say die’, ‘better late than never’, ‘there’s many a slip betwixt cup and lip’.

•  Create a character or characters.

•  Think of actions they can do or an event that can happen and link those actions and events in a plot.

•  Now write the story.

You can have a separate title of 15 words maximum. As you only have 50 words for the entire story this may seem an epic title: use it. You are aiming ultimately to have in your story exactly 50 words, no more, no less. Include at least one character and have a beginning, middle and end. But, to show you how contradictory writing can be, as a first draft, do not worry about the word length. Don’t squeeze, compress or inhibit your creativity. Just write. Write 100 words. We will cut them down in a minute.

When you have your draft look it over and edit. See what you can cut while retaining the heart of what you want to say. Read through the example below to help you.

[image: image]

Below is a first attempt at 50-word story which was dashed off quickly:

Draft 1

Eugene Green tipped his hat across one eye and rode his trusty steed, Lightning, across the prairie of his bedroom carpet to where the chuck wagon stood, pulled into a circle with the rest of the covered wagons. He loosed red hot lead from his six guns, straight into the pack of whooping Apaches surrounding the wagon train and they scattered like rain in sunshine before his withering guns.

‘Take that you varmints!’ he roared and shot until the pale face stopped him in his tracks.

‘Who are you?’

‘I am Little Tree,’ she said, pulling him from his horse with a lasso around his heart.

This has come out at 93 words. We will now try to cut and edit it. The following is our first revision.

Draft 2

Wild Bob sped Lightning across the prairie of his bedroom carpet to the chuck wagon pulled into a circle with the rest of the covered wagons. The whooping Apaches fired.

‘Missed me. Missed me.’

‘You’re dead,’ cried one with pigtails pulling him from his horse with a lasso around his heart.

Wild Bob looked up at Little Tree and saw the happy hunting ground.

It is shorter, but still too long, so Back to the edit. You do the same with your piece.

Draft 3

Wild Bob sped ‘Lightning’ across the prairie of his bedroom carpet to the circle of covered wagons. The whooping Apaches fired.

‘Missed me. You Missed.’

‘You’re dead,’ cried one with pigtails lassoing him from his horse.

Wild Bob looked up at laughing ‘Little Tree’ and saw the happy hunting ground.

This is 50 words. Revise your piece until you are happy with what it says and it is exactly 50 words. But don’t just get it to 50 words and think that is it. When you get it to 50 words see if any of the words are lazy or unnecessary. Is there is anything more you can do to tell the story better? The example has been revised once more to make the storytelling better.

Draft 4

Wild Bob sped ‘Lightning’ across the prairie of his bedroom carpet to the circle of covered wagons. The whooping Apaches fired.

‘You’re dead,’

‘You Missed.’

‘You’re dead,’ repeated one with pigtails lassoing him from his horse.

Wild Bob looked up at laughing ‘Little Tree’ and saw the happy hunting ground.

This now focuses in on a nice moment between the two characters and it is still exactly 50 words. It needs a title. How about ‘Never say die’?

Are we happy with the piece? Have we made it better? These are questions of judgement that people might see differently. There is a nice phrase in the original which we have now lost: ‘a lasso around his heart’. It seems a pity to have lost it. Let’s have another go:

Draft 5

Wild Bob galloped ‘Lightning’ across the prairie of his bedroom carpet to the Apache-circled wagons. The Indians fired.

‘You’re dead.’

‘Missed.’

‘You’re dead,’ repeated one with pigtails dragging him from his horse, her lasso around his heart.

Wild Bob looked up at laughing ‘Little Tree’ seeing the happy hunting ground.

Now we have a 50-word version with tweaks and cuts to accommodate the four-word phrase we like. We revised this brief story, ‘Never Say Die’, four times. You might revise a piece you are writing a hundred times or more. Editing can be sensitive and subtle. Once you focus in on the language you are using it can be surprising that what you thought you needed you can do without. Words which seem to be doing a job turn out not to be needed at all. The piece can stand more clearly and strongly without them.
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Never be afraid to revise. But revise provisionally. If your first thoughts were best, never be afraid to put it all back as it was.
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Small pieces like this are called ‘mini sagas’ or ‘flash fiction’. The latter is such brief fiction it is suitable for the internet age where information is digested in small bites. Other terms are ‘short short’, ‘postcard fiction’, ‘sudden fiction’, ‘micro-fiction’, ‘micro-story’, ‘bite-sized fiction’ and ‘short short story’. There are varied rules and word lengths; anything from seven words to a thousand. They can be fun to read and fun to write. If you have enjoyed doing your own 50-word piece from the exercises in this chapter, work on your story and see what you can shape it into. Then write a few more. There are many examples on the internet. Put ‘mini sagas’ or ‘flash fiction’ into your search engine to find them.
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All writing is born, yet it is also has to be nurtured. Revision is vital for pulling together your creative writing.
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Writing comes in a moment of inspiration or play. To create anything you need to take chances, to let creativity happen, to ‘go with the flow’. You need to ‘let go’ and let what will be come out. After that, the rational part of the mind needs to see if there is any sense or meaning to what you have created and give it order or put it into a form. You can get all sorts of material by allowing your mind to play using writing exercises and games. This can produce raw material that needs then to be crafted by hard work and technique. And technique is also not a given. Writing technique is learned through hard work, through trial and error, through making mistakes and over time. It does not come immediately; it comes through a lot of work and practice. In all art forms there is always this mix of inspiration, craft and technique. Inspiration, and intuition and talent, however much they are needed, are not enough on their own.

We began this chapter with a question: what is a story? But the purpose of this book is to help you write stories, not to worry about definitions. Let others do that. It was a useful way to start and, by highlighting a few of the components for a story, we have said enough to show that there is more to it than the dictionary definition with which we started. We have introduced important concepts such as turn, hook, conflict, characters, viewpoint, theme, language, meaning, tone and genre. We will meet these again throughout this book but we have by no means touched on all the relevant concepts. There are others that we will come to in the rest of the book.
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In this chapter we have isolated several elements crucial to stories in general:

1  Narrative: a series of events to be told or written down which hook a reader.

2  Characters: the people in the story, their relationships with each other and the conflict they generate.

3  Viewpoint: whose story is it? Not just the person who tells the story but the character through whose eyes we experience the story.

4  Theme, use of language and meaning: what kind of story it is; how the story and writing communicates its meaning to us.

5  Tone and genre: what type of story is it.
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Next step

The next step is to look at where plot ideas come from and consider how you might develop them. We will do an exercise in story building as well as look at the active functions of plot.

[image: image]


2

Finding and making plots
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In this chapter you will learn:

•  what a plot is

•  ways to find a plot

•  ways to make a plot

•  about the relationship of plot and character

•  elements that make a plot enjoyable and interesting.



We’ll start this chapter with another definition. The Oxford English Dictionary defines plot as ‘the main events of a play, novel, film, or similar work, devised and presented by the writer as an interrelated sequence’. To plot, or to engage in plotting or constructing a plot, is to ‘devise the sequence of events in (a play, novel, film, or similar work)’.

For writers, plot is in the main a verb, a doing word. When a writer says ‘plot is a verb’, he means that there is action. The first lesson for a writer is that plots move; they are not static. If we combine the OED definition with the writer’s one, we get the idea of plot as an active, interrelated sequence of events devised by a writer (or writers). You may argue that action is implicit as an event is ‘something happening’ and therefore is active, but there is no harm in over-emphasizing it if it helps to get the point to stick.

How do you as a writer create an ‘active, interrelated sequence of events’? In other words, how do you create a plot? John Gardener, in his highly regarded book The Art of Fiction (Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, 1991), writes that a writer works out a plot in one of three ways:

1  borrowing an existing plot or action;

2  working his way back from the story’s crisis;

3  groping his way forward from an initial situation.

Gardener amplifies this a little. Method 1 is to borrow existing material that someone else came up with first. There is a long history of this from the Greeks through Shakespeare right up to the present day. Many Hollywood films and stage musicals are based on pre-existing material.

For methods 2 and 3, Gardener uses the phrase to ‘take an action from real life’. This presumably means to start with something that actually happened, i.e. from a witnessed or experienced event or from a newspaper story, etc. He concludes that you can work either forwards or backwards with your plot as you craft it.

Actually finding a plot is simple. What it means in practice is you can either find a plot or make one. These are the two methods:

1  To work from an existing plot (e.g. Shakespeare, Greek tragedy) and make it your own by modifying or adding to it, e.g. by parachuting your world or characters into it.

2  To develop your own original plot-lines:

i    by creating an original plot and fitting the characters to it;

ii   by creating original characters and situations and drawing plots out of them.

You can either start with the end or the beginning and work forwards or backwards. You might find what you thought was the end turns out to be the beginning; or what you thought was the beginning turns out to be the middle. You have to start somewhere, so the lesson is, make a start.

How to find a plot

Taking existing plots and using them in your own work may seem the easiest approach. It is not so much innovative of structure, more a way to put a new slant on well-known, existing material. It may not, at first, sound ethical but it has an honourable history. Ancient Greek dramatists based their plays on myths. Shakespeare based his plays on earlier stories. Returning the compliment, Hollywood has taken several of Shakespeare’s plays, themselves already based on earlier stories, and made their own versions of them. Othello, Midsummer Night’s Dream, Henry V and many other Shakespeare plays have been turned into films, but many others have been given a fuller treatment in that they have been taken and used as the basis for almost completely new stories. The 1956 film, Forbidden Planet, for instance, is a version of Shakespeare’s The Tempest. The 1999 film, 10 Things I Hate About You is based on The Taming of the Shrew. The Taming of the Shrew is also, of course, the basis of the musical Kiss me Kate. The 2006 romantic comedy, She’s the Man is based on Twelfth Night. A film called Joe Macbeth is a 1955 modern re-telling of Macbeth set in the 1930s American criminal underworld, and the same play forms the adapted basis for the 1985 Japanese film, Ran, written by Akira Kurosawa and Hideo Oguni. West Side Story is based on Romeo and Juliet and there are, among other works, strong influences of Hamlet in The Lion King.

Shakespeare is not the only writer providing stories for Hollywood. The 1995 movie Clueless is loosely based on Jane Austen’s Emma. Joseph Conrad’s novel Heart of Darkness formed the basis of Apocalypse Now. We have already mentioned West Side Story that came from Romeo and Juliet, which in turn drew heavily on Pyramus and Thisbe by Ovid. The stage play Pygmalion came from Greek mythology via George Bernard Shaw to My Fair Lady. This is all testimony to the transformative nature of art which has a long history.

Instead of adapting or re-writing an entire book, another approach writers have taken is to take characters from someone else’s story and make a new story for them. The Wind Done Gone by Alice Randall (Houghton Miffin Harcourt, 2002), is a sequel to Margaret Mitchells’ Gone With the Wind (1936) written from the point of view of a mixed race daughter of a slave and master. It is different to the original because it criticizes the racism in the original and introduces homosexuality with a gay Ashley Wilkes. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead by Tom Stoppard is a play that uses two minor characters from Shakespeare’s Hamlet and is built around the scenes in which they appear. In Stoppard’s play we see the two characters centre stage in their own story, waiting upon events driven by others, now off stage.

Relationship between character and plot

You can see that taking elements of an established work and adapting them to your own needs is a well-practised method and one you need not be afraid of as a writer. But whether you find or make your plot there are common features. If you take someone else’s story you still have to make it work. If you take the bare structure from another piece what is important is that you make the setting and characters that you add your own. And at the heart of both methods lies a key question – what is the relationship between your characters and your plot? There are two extremes:

1  Writing that is all plot and that tends to place less emphasis on the credibility of character.

2  Writing that is all character and has little interest in plot.

The books and films that revolve around the character Jason Bourne, a former CIA assassin, created by Robert Ludlum are more and more plot-driven rather than character-driven as they go on. In The Bourne Identity (2002), the plot depends on the slow revealing of character but the second, The Bourne Ultimatum (2007), and the later stories seem to spend far less time on characterization and more on plot, pace and action. Action movies such as the Bourne films, the Die Hard series or the James Bond franchise have an interest in character but the interest is thin. They are, after all, action movies and therefore an action plot is paramount. There is often a trade-off in stories between character and plot and in action stories the characters usually come off second best. Characters have to be subservient to the needs of the action plot at any one time or the plot risks being delayed or even derailed.
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Key idea






What a plot-driven story does is pull against the needs of character. Plot is driving: the character has to catch up.

[image: image]

Character road-kill

Character distortion is inevitable because characters in plot-driven stories can have little or no development and must perform actions that are not convincing because of the plot demands. If the character wanted to perform an action or make a speech that held up or twisted the plot, the story would not tolerate it. The character would be ejected at once from the story or squashed by the on-going drive; a bit like road-kill. Plot-driven stories are relentless in their onward progression. They need to be; if they stall, they are finished. The problem with their characters is that they run the risk of being flatter than hedgehogs under the wheels of a truck, ciphers not credible people.

Less plot more character

If, instead, you create characters and situations and then develop plots from them, it can be harder to use an existing plot because characters all have different goals and each one’s commitment to his or her goal will suggest a course of action that can take the story off in a new and unexpected direction. If you trim or curtail the character to fit the plot you damage the integrity of that character. The converse is stories which are really character or relationship studies with little action, and almost no plot, often found in a type of writing classed as ‘literary fiction’. These are the types of novels that win literary prizes such as the Man Booker Prize, Costa Book Awards or the Women’s Prize for Fiction. These sorts of stories tend to be much slower; there is often not much happening in story terms, or what does happen might be quiet and low key but have an impact far beyond itself. They are often full of subtle nuances of character and relationship as they develop what the writer feels is an important theme. In them we may learn a lot about the characters and their lives as well as learning a lot about an important topic or theme. The Beast in the Jungle (1903) by Henry James is a good example of this. The Beast in the Jungle has hardly any plot but the effects of time on the two characters, John Marcher and Mary Bertram, is profound.

Time and the past are also central to the novel Consequences (2007) by British novelist Penelope Lively, who writes stories centred on characters and their relationships. In Consequences she is concerned with the lives of three generations of women and how their connections reveal and explain patterns and meaning in human existence. It is not a fast-paced plot that holds this story together but the nuance of character and what it reveals about the past and present.

John Updike’s novel The Terrorist (2006) has more plot than Consequences. An 18-year-old radical Islamist has a mission to explode a bomb in the New York area. Although the story finishes with a ‘will he won’t he’ climax, the final resolution is more about character than action, more about exploring what might drive a character to acts of terrorism, and about revealing social issues through the interplay of character, than it is about plotting. Words, not action, win the day.

With people living faster lives, stories like this can seem harder to read. John Updike and Penelope Lively have a good readership, but many people get impatient for things to happen in the stories they are reading. Influenced by the compressed nature of filmic storytelling, the readers look for the same pace, action and plot in their fiction writing. These concepts are much more central to genre fiction.
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Focus point






If you are writing a story with a more active plot you do need to pay attention to character. You have to. But the degree to which you pay attention is governed by the needs and dictates of the plot. The characters are there to serve the plot, not the other way around. If there is a confrontation, as there sometimes is between, for example, the owner of a soccer team and the appointed manager, then it is always the manager who goes; the one with the money stays and in this instance, plot has the money.
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If you are writing a story centred on character(s) or themes, such as the effect of time on different generations, you will probably have less interest in plot; therefore you might eschew tight plotting for a looser frame. You could hold the story together with a series of patterns. We will discuss other potential forms later, but it is important to say now there is not a right or wrong approach here. The approach you take depends on you, your temperament, your goals, and the story you want to write. In practise the different approaches are not so clear cut. The ideal is to have a balance of a strong plot and convincing characters. The best stories fall somewhere between these two poles.
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