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The plot thickens! 

όLΩƳ ƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ŀǎ άaǿŀƘŀƘŀƘŀΦέ ¢ƘǊŜŜ ƘŀΩǎΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǇƭŜŀǎŜΦύ 

WeΩǾŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ discussed plotting brieflyτōǳǘ ƴƻǿ ƭŜǘΩǎ ƎŜǘ ƛƴǘƻ ƛǘΦ ²Ƙŀǘ 
do you want to learn about plotting? Are you a plotter or a pantser? 
IŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ άǎƛŘŜǎέΚ όL ƘŀǾŜΦύ LŦ ǎƻΣ ǿƘȅΚ 

I used to be a pantserτsome romantic notions about a story springing 
fully formed from my head like Athena from the mind of Zeus, and fears 
about outlining killing my muse. I would start off with an interesting 
beginning, a twist or two in mind, and the end goal. I would make up the 
middle parts as I went along. 

And then I got stuck. 

For like a month. ό¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƻƴƎ ǘƛƳŜ ŦƻǊ ƳŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ LΩƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘǊŀŦǘ ŀƴŘ 
supposedly letting those unstifled ideas flow.) 

I finally got unstuck, but ǿƘŀǘ L ƳŀŘŜ ǳǇ ŀǎ L ǿŜƴǘ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪ. It all had to be 
ǊŜǿǊƛǘǘŜƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ L ƘƻǇŜ ǘƻ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘ ǘƘŀǘ a{ ƻƴŜ ŘŀȅΣ LΩƳ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƻǎǎ 
most of it and do a whole new plot (with one or two of the same twists and turns, because they 
made those characters who they were, but other than that, starting from scratch with the 
characters/situation). 

My next project was something I did with one of my best friends. We came up with an idea to 
write parallel novels with four main characters (a hero and heroine for each of us, with her 
heroine and my hero as siblings).  

Oh, and also it was going to be a murder mystery (on my side; less so on hers, since they 
ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŀƭƭ ōŜ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƴƎύΦ ²Ŝ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘƻ ŘƛŘ ƛǘΣ ǿƘŜƴΣ ŀƴd whyτwhat events led up 

to it, what other characters were involved.  

And since the investigation was part of my story line, I had to 
plot. 

To my surprise, instead of killing my muse, plotting fueled it. I 
got to know the murderer (with a 1st person character freewrite) 
and his motivations. I searched for the worst possible thing that 
could happenτand the next, and the next, and the nextτand 
made sure even the good things that happened were timed to 

Ƴȅ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΩ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜΦ 

I came to love turning the screws. 

http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/09/plot-thickens/
http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/09/write/
http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/07/characters-head/
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To me, plotting is your first chance to know your story. You may be like I was, and have an 
ŜƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ƻǊ ǘǿƻ ǘǿƛǎǘǎ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪŜ ƻŦŦ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ Ƨƻȅ ƛn 
discovering the story, finding the characters and their twists and turns. 

.ǳǘ ǿƘŜƴ LΩƳ ǇƭƻǘǘƛƴƎΣ L ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ŀǘ ƻƴŎŜΦ L ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊτengineerτthe 
twists and turns in a matter of hours, to hold the whole story in my mind (which I just ŎŀƴΩǘ Řƻ 
ǿƛǘƘ мллΣллл ǿƻǊŘǎύΦ !ǎ L ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƭŀǎǘ ǿŜŜƪΣ ǿƘŜƴ L ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ŎƻƳƛƴƎΣ I can plant clues, 
turn those screws to make the coming disasters even worse, or foreshadowΦ bŀǘǳǊŀƭƭȅΣ LΩƭƭ 
have to go back and tweak all those things, but some of my favorite nuances have come from 
ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ ǿƘŜǊŜ LΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ ŀ ƘŀǇǇȅ ŎƻƛƴŎƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǎŎŜƴŜΦ 

LΩƳ ƘƻƻƪŜŘΦ 

What about you? To reiterate the original questions: What do you want to learn about 
plotting? Are you a plotter or a pantser? Have you chaƴƎŜŘ άǎƛŘŜǎέΚ LŦ ǎƻΣ ǿƘȅΚ 

Tapping pencil by Tom St. George 

http://www.flickr.com/people/tomsaint/
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!ƴ άƻǊƎŀƴƛŎέ ǎǘƻǊȅ 

Now IΩǾŜ shareŘ Ƴȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴȅ άŎƻƴǾŜǊǎƛƻƴέ ǘƻ ǇƭƻǘǘƛƴƎΦ !ƴŘ ƛǘ ǘǳǊƴǎ ƻǳǘ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ 
alone. As Katie pointed out, it seems like most of us had the same problem: 

starting out as a pantster, realizing that writing-by-the-seat-of-our-pants exposes our 
weak areas, and realizing that plotting is necessary to some degree.  

I think that the mystique of the organic story, one that is so perfect and beautiful that it just 
wrote itself, is one of the big things that convinced a lot 
of us (or all of us) to become pantsers (and maybe even 
ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎύΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǊƻƳŀƴǘƛŎ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ άǊŜŀƭέ 
ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎΣ άƎǊŜŀǘέ ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎ ǎƛǘ Řƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǳƴŘ ƻǳǘ ŀ 
fabulous story, with minimal rewriting and never, no 
never, no never any planning in advance. 

And then we try itτŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜƘƻǿ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ 
work. We learn more about plotting, and give that a 

tryτand lo and behold, we have story arcs. We have a non-sagging middle. We have a 
character changing and growing through the climax and resolution. 

DǊŀƴǘŜŘΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀǳǘƻƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ Ŧŀƭƭ ƛƴ ƭƛƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƭƻǘǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎτbut often 
when we start a story with these things in mind, we are more mindful of them not only in the 
planning but in the writing, and look for opportunities to help our characters grow and change, 
to continually challenge them. (Or, as I like to put it, to put the screws to them.) 

So, our mission (should you choose to accept it!) for this series is to look at the whys (for the 
unconvinced) and the hows of plotting. 

 ²Ƙŀǘ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪΚ Iƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇƭƻǘǘƛƴƎ ƘŜƭǇ ȅƻǳΚ 5ƻ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ŜǾŜǊ Ǝƻ 
back to pantsing? 

Flying fingers by The Hamster Factor 

 

http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/09/organic-story/
http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/09/plot-thickens/#comment-621
http://www.flickr.com/people/disaster_area/


The Plot Thickens (Mwahahaha)          Subscribe for more on writing technique 

by Jordan McCollum  7  from http://JordanMcCollum.com 

Making it up as she went alongτthe Winchester Mystery Story 

[ŀǊǊȅ .ǊƻƻƪǎΣ άǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŦƛȄŜǊΣέ ƘŀŘ ŀ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ Ǉƻǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ǌeally got me thinking about thisτStory 
{ǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ǾǎΦ {ǘƻǊȅ !ǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜΥ ά5ǳŘŜΧ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦΚέ 

All stories, says Brooks, have structure. And, to employ my own analogy, so do all buildings. But 
not all buildings are created equal: 

 

 

http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/09/story-structure-winchester-mystery/
http://storyfix.com/story-structure-vs-story-architecture-%E2%80%9Cdude%E2%80%A6-what%E2%80%99s-the-diff%E2%80%9D
http://storyfix.com/story-structure-vs-story-architecture-%E2%80%9Cdude%E2%80%A6-what%E2%80%99s-the-diff%E2%80%9D
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You might recognize this place, or the legend behind it. The owner believed that her house 
must be under construction always, or she would die. .ǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǳǎŜ ŀ ƳŀǎǘŜǊ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ 
plan. 

Considering that, the Winchester Mystery House is pretty well-built. Yeah, it has stairs that lead 
to nowhere and doors that open out from the second floor (no stairs on that oneτmaybe 
ƳƻǾŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎǘŀƛǊǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜǊŜΚύΦ LǘΩǎ ŦǳƴτƛǘΩǎ ŀ ōƭŀǎǘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ L ōŜǘ {ŀǊŀƘ ²ƛƴŎƘŜǎǘŜǊ 
had an awesome time throwing in every element she could think of. 

It has a decent foundationτinstead of leveling it, the 
1906 San Francisco earthquake only knocked off the top 
three stories. After the quake it stood four stories. The 
remaining structure is a rambling, 160-room, 4.5-acre 
mansion. It required more than 20,000 gallons of 
paintτand it constantly needed painting. 

L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǿŜΩǾŜ ŀƭƭ ƎƻǘǘŜƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅΣ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ 
back and seen our own Winchester Mystery Structure. 

The Winchester Mystery House has structure. In some sense, it has architectureτbut not 
really. There is no plan, and the closest thing they had to a designer (architect) was a crazy 
woman. 

http://www.winchestermysteryhouse.com/story.html
http://www.winchestermysteryhouse.com/story.html
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!ƴŘ άǊŀƳōƭƛƴƎέ ƛǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ. Dead ends, doors and promises that go nowhere, accidental 
MacGuffins. . . . After round 28,657 of revisions, I got tired of writing stories that looked like 
they were designed by a crazy woman.  

²Ƙŀǘ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪΚ IŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ŜǾŜǊ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŀ ά²ƛƴŎƘŜǎǘŜǊ aȅǎǘŜǊȅ {ǘƻǊȅέΚ 

Photo credits: exterior shot and stairs to nowhere courtesy of the Winchester Mystery House; roovesτ
the_photographer; windows to windowsτEmily Hoyer 

 

http://www.winchestermysteryhouse.com/
http://www.flickr.com/people/the_photographer/
http://www.flickr.com/people/flavor32/
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Becoming a story architect 

I think most of us have to try a few Winchester Mystery Stories ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǊŜŀŘȅ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ 
story architects.  

I really like the analogy of architecture here because I like 
floor plans ŀ ŦƭƻƻǊ Ǉƭŀƴ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜΦ LǘΩǎ ŀ ǎƪŜǘŎƘ 
ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ Ǉƭŀƴ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘΦ LǘΩǎ an easy way to look at a 
scaled-down model of where you think you want the 
major rooms to go, where the appliances will be, where 
ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊǎ ŀǊŜΣ ŜǘŎΦ Lǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ȅƻǳǊ ƘƻǳǎŜΦ 

The floor plan can change even after you start building 
your story. {ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǿŜ άǊŜƳƻŘŜƭέ ŀǎ ǿŜ άōǳƛƭŘέτwe 
decide this doorway should be a window and the front entrance should go here. We change the 
door to a double door; we upgrade the A/C or the wiring; we knock out a wall and add a new 
bathroom. We scrap the entire second floor. 

IŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ŦƭƻƻǊ Ǉƭŀƴ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŜŀƴ ǿŜ have to build that houseτor 
ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜΩŘ ŀƭƭ ōǳƛƭŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƘƻǳǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŦƭƻƻǊ ǇƭŀƴΦ 
.ǳǘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ŦƭƻƻǊ Ǉƭŀƴ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜƴŘ ǳǇ ǎix months into 
the project with 123 bedrooms, 16 dining rooms and no kitchen 
or bathrooms. 

On the other hand, the floor plan is just a basic sketch, which can 
be improved upon, revised, and changed during the process of 
writing. In fact, you probably wouldƴΩǘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜ Ƨǳǎǘ 
from the floor plan. 

For me (and others), the floor plan is such a basic sketch that 
ƻƴŎŜ ǿŜΩǾŜ ƎƻǘǘŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ōǳƛƭǘΣ we still have a long way to go 

before we have a finished product. Once we have the events down in the first draft, we still 
have revising and finishing to doτfurnishing, painting, decorating, accessorizing (moving all our 
crap in ). 

¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ ǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōŀǊŜ ŘǊȅǿŀƭƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǊƴƛǎƘŜŘ 
home we hope to end up with. And even after we slap on 
the paint and get ouǊ ōƻȄŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƻǊΣ ƛǘΩƭƭ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ 
a lot of workτand maybe some more paint, some help 
from friends and professionals, a lot of reading catalogs 
and home magazines. . . .  

But finally, after all that, we have a home we can be proud 
ofτand one that wŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ǊŜōǳƛƭŘ ǎƛȄ 

http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/09/story-architect/
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timesΦ όhƪŀȅΣ LΩǾŜ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ōŜŀǘŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴŀƭƻƎȅ ǘƻ ŘŜŀǘƘΦύ 

²Ƙŀǘ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪΚ 5ƻ ȅƻǳ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ŀ άǎǘƻǊȅ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘΚ Iƻǿ ƳǳŎƘ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ όƻǊ 
ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳύ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ƴŜŜŘ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ άŦƭƻƻǊ Ǉƭŀƴέ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ƘƻǳǎŜ ǿƻǊƪΚ 

NŜȄǘ ǿŜŜƪΣ ǿŜΩƭƭ ǎǘŀǊǘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ƻŦ ǇƭƻǘǘƛƴƎτŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŦƻǊƎŜǘΣ LΩƳ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ 
volunteers to talk about how they plot! And tomorrowτfree goodies! 

Photo credit: floor planτRichard Crowley; dry wallτPattie; room and photoτChristopher Barson 

 

http://www.flickr.com/people/rcrowley/
http://www.flickr.com/people/tnboriqua/
http://www.flickr.com/people/christopher_barson/
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A story in three acts 

The most basic story structure is the story in three acts. The three act structure has been used 
since . . . well, forever, but in recent history, the biggest proponent of this structure is Syd Field 
in his book Screenplay όŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΣ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƳƻǾƛŜǎύΦ 

So what are the structures in the three-act story? 

 

!Ŏǘ L ƛǎ ǘƘŜ άǎŜǘǳǇΣέ where we lay our scene (and our characters). This is where we establish the 
story world, our characters and their relationships. TƘŀǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ƘŜǊŜΣ ƴƻǊ 
ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎΦ LŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǎƻƳŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ƘŜǊŜΣ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ 
get bored. 

Act I is about 25% of the story, and ends in the first turning point. This is the point at which the 
story world gets turned on its head, and we get the story question (Will our hero(ine) win?). 

!Ŏǘ LL ƛǎ ǘƘŜ άŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘŀǘƛƻƴέ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ άǊƛǎƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΦέ The name hints at what happens in hereτ
the hero(ine) works on confronting the antagonist in ever-ŜǎŎŀƭŀǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘǎΦ ¢ƘƛƴƎǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ǝƻ 
their way, of course, or the story would be over pretty quickly.  

In the second act, which lasts for about half of the book, the hero(ine) learns and acquires new 
skills through these confrontations, arming themselves for the big confrontation at the end of 
this act/the beginning of Act III: the climax or second turning point. 

!Ŏǘ LLL ƛǎ ǘƘŜ άǊŜǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΦέ In the climax, we answer the story question from the first turning 
ǇƻƛƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ƘŜǊƻόƛƴŜύ ǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǎκƘŜΩǎ ƎŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ !Ŏǘ LLΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀǾŜ ƳŀŘŜ 
him/her strong enough to defeat the antagonist. Sometimes this also includes the hero(ine) 
coping with his/her newfound strength. 

What do you think? Can you see the three-ŀŎǘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ǿƻǊƪ ƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩΚ IŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ 
used this structure to plan or strengthen your work? 

Some help from Wikipedia 

http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/09/story-acts/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0385339038?ie=UTF8&tag=mamablogga-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0385339038
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Three_act_structure
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The story question 

The last story spawned an interesting discussion in the comments about story questions. To be 
ǉǳƛǘŜ ƘƻƴŜǎǘΣ L ǿŀǎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΣ ōǳǘ LΩŘ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƛǘ ǘƘŀǘ 
much thought. I linked to a great article on story questions by my friend 
Annette Lyon, but our discussion also brought out a few more 
interesting points that I wanted to share. 

The story question is the basic concept of the storyΦ LǘΩǎ ŀǎƪŜŘ όƻǊ 
ƘƛƴǘŜŘ ŀǘύ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƴǎǿŜǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘΦ LǘΩǎ 
the controlling, overarching action of the story. 

Lƴ ŀ ǊƻƳŀƴŎŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ ά²ƛƭƭ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅ ǿƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΚέ Lƴ ŀ ƳȅǎǘŜǊȅΣ ƛǘΩǎ ά²ƛƭƭ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀǘŎƘ ǘƘŜ ƳǳǊŘŜǊŜǊΚέ 
(And the answer is supposed to be yes on both of those!)  

I like to think in romantic suspense, both of those are the story questions, but when it comes 
down to it, there can only be oneτone question whose answer brings the book to a satisfying 
conclusion. If the hero wins the girl before he catches the bad guys, then catching the bad guys 
is the story questionτthe story would be incomplete without it. (And vice versa.) There is only 
one story question (the book only ends once ). However, there must be a number of 
intermediate goals and questions.  

Make sure your story is asking and answering the same overarching questionΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ ǎǘŀǊǘ ƻŦŦ 
ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ά/ŀƴ WŜȊŜōŜƭ ǿƛƴ IƻǊŀǘƛƻΩǎ ƘŜŀǊǘΚέ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ά¸ŜǎΣ IƻǊŀǘƛƻ can ǿƛƴ ǘƘŜ bƻōŜƭ tǊƛȊŜΗέ 
(*cough*cough*Winchester Mystery Story*cough*) 

{ƻ Ƙƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ȅƻǳ ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΚ [ŜǘΩǎ ǳǎŜ WŜȊŜōŜƭ ŀƴŘ 
IƻǊŀǘƛƻΦ LŦ ǿŜ ǿŀƴǘ IƻǊŀǘƛƻΩǎ ǉǳŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ bƻōŜƭ tǊƛȊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴτif winning the 
prize ends the storyτthen make sure it ends the bookΦ !ƴǎǿŜǊ όŀƴŘΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅΣ ŀǎƪύ WŜȊŜōŜƭΩǎ 
question within the boundǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōȅ IƻǊŀǘƛƻΩǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΦ {Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜƳ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ 
together (or not) before they award the prize.  

Another way to do this is to make one question dependent on anotherΦ LŦ WŜȊŜōŜƭΩǎ ǉǳŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ 
ƭƻǾŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΣ IƻǊŀǘƛƻΩǎ ǉǳŜǎǘ Ŧƻr the Nobel Prize should depend on her 
ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΦ aŀȅōŜ WŜȊŜōŜƭ ŘƛŘ ƘŜǊ ŘƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ŀƴ ƻōǎŎǳǊŜ ŜƴȊȅƳŜ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŜ 
breakthrough Horatio needed, but he would never know that until he looks up from his test 

tubes.  

A third way is to answer an intermediate question without satisfaction, 
making another answer (the story question) necessary. Maybe Horatio 
ŘƻŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ bƻōŜƭ tǊƛȊŜ όōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƘŜ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ƻŦŦ WŜȊŜōŜƭΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǎ Ƙƛǎ 
ƻǿƴΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ǎŀȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŜ ƛǎ ŦǳǊƛƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǾŜǎ ƘƛƳ ŀƴŘ ƎŜǘǎ ŀ ƭŀǿȅŜǊύΦ .ǳǘ 
even afǘŜǊ ƘŜΩǎ ǿƻƴΣ Ƙƛǎ ƭƛŦŜ ƛǎ ŜƳǇǘȅΦ IŜ ƳƛǎǎŜǎ ƘŜǊ ŀƴƴƻǘŀǘŜŘ ƭƻǾŜ 
notes, her pocket protector, her obscure jokes. He tracks her down in 

http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/09/story-question/
http://writingonthewallblog.blogspot.com/2008/10/whats-my-story-question.html
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her Antarctic research station, proclaims his love (and promises to publish the truth about her 
research). 

Thanks to everybody who joined in the discussion yesterdayτI certainly learned something. I 
ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ LΩǾŜ ƘŀŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŦŜǿ ǇƛŜŎŜǎ LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǇƭƻǘǘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ I was 
answering the wrong story questionΦ LΩƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀǎƪΣ ƻǊ find a way to 
ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ LΩƳ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴΦ 

What do you think? Are you asking and answering the same question? How else can you 
make sure the right question is the story question? 

Photo credits: questionτSvilen Mushkatov; frustratedτJohn De Boer 

 

http://www.sxc.hu/profile/svilen001
http://www.sxc.hu/profile/deboer
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The five act story structure 

Almost a corollary to the three act story structure is the five act story structure. Its most 
notable proponent is Gustav Freytag (in CǊŜȅǘŀƎΩǎ ¢ŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 5ǊŀƳŀ).  

The basic difference between three and five act structures is that the second act in the three 
act structure is divided into three acts in the five act structure. (Uh . . . what?) LǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǎΥ ǘƘŜ 
confrontation phase of the story is divided into the rising action, turning point and falling 
action. 

Basically, the middle turning point ƛǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘǳǊƴ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƻΦ LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ 
ultimate confrontation, but after this point, the hero is able to start applying some of the things 
ƘŜΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘτǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǎǳŎŎŜŜŘƛƴƎΦ L ƎǳŜǎǎ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƭƭ ƛǘ ǘƘŜ άŦŀƭƭƛƴƎέ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΦ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ Φ Φ Φ 
things are falling into place? (*cough*cough*dumb name*cough*) 

LΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōƭŀƳŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ƳƛŘdle school English teacherτbut I think this structure is a 
little misleadingΦ CƛǊǎǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭΣ ǘƘŜ άŦŀƭƭƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴέ ǎƻǳƴŘǎ ŀƴ ŀǿŦǳƭ ƭƻǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƴƻǳŜƳŜƴǘτthe 
ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƭƛƳŀȄΦ Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ Ƙƻǿ L ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳΦ όL ƘƻƴŜǎǘƭȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ 
ŀƴȅ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƻ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊ ƻǊ ǎƻ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪ ǘƘŜ άŦŀƭƭƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΦέ ¢Ƙŀǘ ǎƻǳƴŘǎ ōƻǊƛƴƎΦύ 

IŜǊŜΩǎ Ƙƻǿ L ǿŀǎ ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ŀ ŦƛǾŜ-ŀŎǘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ όǇƭŜŀǎŜΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǘŜ ƻƴ ƳŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƳŀŘ tŀƛƴǘ 
skills. You know you wish you had 8-bit graphics skillz.): 

 

 

 
The line graph here is somewhat representative. In the expositionΣ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƻ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ƭƻǘ 
of progress toward his ultimate goalτthe final confrontation with the antagonist. 

http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/09/act-story-structure/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0554432137?ie=UTF8&tag=mamablogga-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0554432137
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Then comes the rising actionτƘŜΩǎ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘƘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ. The rising 
action leads to the climax. 

After that final confrontation, we have a very short falling actionτƛǘΩǎ not as long as the rising 
ŀŎǘƛƻƴΣ ƛǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘȅƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƻǎŜ ŜƴŘǎΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘŜ resolutionΥ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ Ŧƛƴŀƭ 
situation. Notice that this is much higher than the exposition, because the character has 
changed. 

This might be a little misleading, too. Really, the rising action is anything but a straight lineτwe 
have all those intermediate story questions to answer. The hero has to learn and acquire new 
skills (like 8-bit graphic skillz, yo), and growing and learning and changing are usually painful 
and fraught with setbacks. So the rising action might really look like this: 

 

 

The three act structure would divide the acts at the end of the exposition and either at the 
climax or just before the resolution (depending on who you ask ). 

What do you think? How would you apportion or draw the five acts in the five act structure? 
²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ άŦŀƭƭƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΣέ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƴŀƳŜΚ 
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The act structure in action 

I have a three-year-old, and as three-year-olds are wont to do, he likes to 
watch the same movie over and over and over for about two weeks straight. 
So when I wanted to show the three- and five-act structures in action, I knew I 
had to use his latest obsession: The Incredibles. 

LΩƳ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎΩ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άǘŜȄǘέ here, so the 
synopsis will be largely the same, but the placement of the acts will vary 
among the three act, CǊŜȅǘŀƎΩǎ Ŧƛve act and my five act structures. 

Three act structure 

(Paragraphing is mostly for readability.) 

Act IτSetupτǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΩ ǿƻǊƭŘ όǎǘƛƭƭ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘύΥ {ǳǇŜr heroes were celebrated icons. 
Bob (Mr. Incredible) and Helen (ElastiGirl), super heroes, get married. Super heroes fall out of 
favor and are hidden by the government.  

Fastforward 15 years, and Bob and Helen are trying to look like a typical suburban family. Bob is 
ŘƛǎǎŀǘƛǎŦƛŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƪƛŘǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƘŀǇǇȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛŘƛƴƎ όƻǊ ƘŀǾƛƴƎύ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǳǇŜǊ ǇƻǿŜǊǎΦ .ƻō 
loses his job. 

First turning point: Mr. Incredible is offered a secret super hero assignment and decides to take 
it. He also decides not to tell his wife that he has been fired or offered this high-paying 
assignment. 

Act IIτConfrontationτlots of rising conflicts: Mr. Incredible completes the assignment on a 
ǊŜƳƻǘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΦ ²ƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘΣ ƘŜ ŦƛƴŘǎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ǾƛƭƭŀƛƴΣ ƭŜŀǊƴs of 
ǘƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƛƴΩǎ ǎŜŎǊŜǘ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘΦ Iƛǎ ǿƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ƪƛŘǎ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ǎŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƳΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƻǿŜǊǎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΣ ōǳǘ ŀǊŜ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŀǘŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƛƴΩǎ ŘŀǎǘŀǊŘƭȅ Ǉƭŀƴ Ǉƭŀȅǎ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ 
their home town, then the villain leaves to play his role there as well. 

Second turning point/climax: Working together, the family escapes and pursues the villain and 
his evil robot. They defeat the robot. 

Act IIIτResolutionΥ ¢ƘŜȅ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ƘƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ōŀōȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƛƴΦ ¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǿ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ 
of super heroes, and are happy and united against the forces of evil.  

CǊŜȅǘŀƎΩǎ CƛǾŜ !Ŏǘ {ǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ 

Act IτSetup: Super heroes were celebrated icons. Bob (Mr. Incredible) and Helen (ElastiGirl), 
super heroes, get married. Super heroes fall out of favor and are hidden by the government.  

http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/09/act-structure-action/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00005JN4W?ie=UTF8&tag=mamablogga-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B00005JN4W
http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/09/story-acts/
http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/09/act-story-structure/
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Fastforward 15 years, and Bob and Helen are trying to look like a typical suburban family. Bob is 
ŘƛǎǎŀǘƛǎŦƛŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƪƛŘǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƘŀǇǇȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ super powers. Bob loses his job. 

Act IIτRising Action: Mr. Incredible is offered a secret super hero assignment and decides to 
take it. He also decides not to tell his wife that he has been fired or offered this high-paying 
assignment. (This is really the divider between act I and II still.) 

Mr. Incredible completes the assignment on a remote island. When he returns for a second 
ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘΣ ƘŜ ŦƛƴŘǎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ Ǿƛƭƭŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƛƴΩǎ ǎŜŎǊŜǘ ǇƭŀƴǎΦ 

Act IIIτTurning Point/Midpoint: Suspecting her husband is doing something not-so-good, 
Helen activates the homing beacon in his super suit. She knows where he is nowτbut the 
ƘƻƳƛƴƎ ōŜŀŎƻƴ ŀƭŜǊǘǎ ǘƘŜ Ǿƛƭƭŀƛƴ ƻŦ aǊΦ LƴŎǊŜŘƛōƭŜΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŜΩǎ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴΦ 

Act IVτFalling Action: (booooring name). Helen and the kids come to his rescue. They learn to 
work together as a team, but are ultimately captured. The villain attacks their hometown with 
his evil robot. 

Act VτResolution: They escape and defeat the evil robot. They return home and rescue the 
baby from the villain. They are happy and united as a family against the forces of evil. 

My Five Act Structure 

Act IτSetup: Super heroes were celebrated icons. Bob (Mr. Incredible) and 
Helen (ElastiGirl), super heroes, get married. Super heroes fall out of favor and 
are hidden by the government.  

Fastforward 15 years, and Bob and Helen are trying to look like a typical 
ǎǳōǳǊōŀƴ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦ .ƻō ƛǎ ŘƛǎǎŀǘƛǎŦƛŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƪƛŘǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƘŀǇǇȅ ǿƛǘƘ 
hiding their super powers. Bob loses his job. 

Act IIτRising Action: Mr. Incredible is offered a secret super hero assignment 
and decides to take it. He also decides not to tell his wife that he has been fired or offered this 
high-paying assignment. (This is really the divider between act I and II still.) 

Mr. Incredible completes the assignment on a remote island. When he returns for a second 
ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘΣ ƘŜ ŦƛƴŘǎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ Ǿƛƭƭŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƛƴΩǎ ǎŜŎǊŜǘ ǇƭŀƴǎΦ 

Suspecting her husband is doing something not-so-good, Helen activates the homing beacon in 
his super suit. She knows where he is nowτbut the homing beacon alerts the villain of Mr. 
LƴŎǊŜŘƛōƭŜΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŜΩǎ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴΦ 

Helen and the kids come to his rescue. They learn to work together as a team, but are 
ultimately captured.  

http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/09/act-story-structure/
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Act IIIτClimax: The villain attacks their hometown with his evil robot. They escape and defeat 
the evil robot. They return home and rescue the baby from the villain.  

Act IVτFalling action: A few months later, they attend a track meet for their son with 
superhuman speed (who was acting out in the setup b/c he had no other outlet), whom they 
finally let compete in sports. Their shy daughter is now confident enough to ask her long-time 
crush on a dateτand ƘŜΩǎ the one who gets flustered.  

Act VτResolution: As they leave a track meet, a new villain appears. They don their masks and 
grin, ready to take on the new challenge.  

vǳƛȊ ǘƛƳŜΥ ǊŜŀŘ !Ŏǘǎ L± ŀƴŘ ± ǳƴŘŜǊ aȅ CƛǾŜ !Ŏǘ {ǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΦ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΚ 5ƛŘ 
they ask and answer the same question? 
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Pros and cons of the three act structure 

WeΩǾŜ talked about the basics of the three-act structure by Syd Field. NowΣ ǿŜΩƭƭ ǿŜƛƎƘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ 
the pros and cons of using this method to plot our stories. 

Pros 

First of all, we have to acknowledge that this structure is very simple. In some ways, 
ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎΦ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƭƻǘ ǎŜǘ ƛƴ ǎǘƻƴŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ-
act structure is highly flexible.  

LǘΩǎ ŀƭǎƻ almost universally applicableΦ 9ǾŜƴ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŀŎǘ 
structure in plotting your story, odds are good you can apply it now. In fact, all of 

ǘƘŜ ǇƭƻǘǘƛƴƎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜΩƭƭ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ƭŀǘŜǊ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎƪŜǘŎƘŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŀŎǘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ 
outline, too. 

CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊΥ ƛǘΩǎ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ-act structure in virtually every 
story we know ŀƴŘ ƭƻǾŜΦ LǘΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎΣ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ŀǇǇƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ǿƘŀǘ 
we expect when reading a story. 

Cons 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŀŎǘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƎŜƴŜǊƛŎΦ Lǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŀ 
whole lot of guidance in the way of how to keep building in the story. Lǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƎƛǾŜ ǳǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ 
ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ǘƘŜ ŘǊŜŀŘŜŘ άǎŀƎƎƛƴƎ ƳƛŘŘƭŜΦέ 

Some critics of the three-ŀŎǘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ²ǊƛǘŜǊǎΩ DǳƛƭŘ 5ƛǊŜŎǘƻǊ James Bonnet, 
say that the three-act structure is an artificial superimposition.  

On the other hand, Bonnet argues thaǘ ǎǘǳŘȅƛƴƎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŀǳǘƻƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƳŀƪŜ ȅƻǳ ŀ 
wizard at writing well-structured stories. But come onτnot studying structure is even less likely 
to help you avoid Winchester Mystery Stories. 

.ƻƴƴŜǘΩǎ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ όŜƳǇhasis added): 

!ǊƛǎǘƻǘƭŜΩǎ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣ Ŏŀƴ ǎǘŀƴŘ 
alone. All of the structures you might find in the act are already built into the problem 
solving action that encounters resistance, namely: conflict, complications, crises 
(turning points) climax and resolution. It is, in fact, the structure of any problem solving 
action (real or fiction) that encounters resistance.  

Does that sound a little familiar ? 

http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/09/pros-cons-act-structure/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0385339038?ie=UTF8&tag=mamablogga-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0385339038
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1932907114?ie=UTF8&tag=mamablogga-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=1932907114
http://www.writersstore.com/article.php?articles_id=555
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What do you think? What weaknesses and strengths do you see in using the three-act 
structure to plot your story? Would you use it? 

Picture by Luke 

 

http://www.flickr.com/people/lucianvenutian/


The Plot Thickens (Mwahahaha)          Subscribe for more on writing technique 

by Jordan McCollum  22  from http://JordanMcCollum.com 

A quick look at the Snowflake Method 

The Snowflake Method ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǇƭƻǘǘƛƴƎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘΦ ²ŜƭƭΣ ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊ 
Randy Ingermanson might noǘ Ŏŀƭƭ ƛǎ ŀ άǇƭƻǘǘƛƴƎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘέτƘŜΩŘ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǇǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ƛǘ 
ŀǎ ŀ άŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƳŜǘƘƻŘΦέ 

Good stories, he says, come from good design. (It can certainly 
make them easier to write!) So Randy came up with a way to 
design and even write a story from a high-level, hook-type idea to a 
Ŧǳƭƭ ƴƻǾŜƭ ƛƴ ǘŜƴ ǎǘŜǇǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀȅΣ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŀ άōǊƻƪŜƴέ ǎǘƻǊȅ 
before you beginτand build yourself a better one. 

.ŜŦƻǊŜ ȅƻǳ ŦǊŜŀƪ ƻǳǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ-improved-easy 
way to plot a story, let me insert here that theȅΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ Ŝŀǎȅ ǎǘŜǇǎτ
step 10, for example, is to write the novel. Oy. 

²ŜΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ǉǳƛŎƪ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ǎƻ ǿŜΩǊŜ ŀƭƭ ƻƴ 
common groundτbut do note that the full Snowflake Method 
article adds much more detail to these steps.  

[ŜǘΩǎ ǎǘŀǊǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎτthe idea. Sum up your idea in one sentence, preferably of less 
than fifteen words. No, seriously.  

5ƻƴΩǘ ǿƻǊǊȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ŦƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ Wǳǎǘ Ƙƛǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǘ ǳǇ όƻǊ the hero or the villain) 
and one or two major points. Randy suggests using the one-line blurbs from the NYT Bestseller 
list as an example. And we will, too: 

The murder of a curator at the Louvre leads to a trail of clues found in the work of 
Leonardo and to the discovery of a centuries-old secret society.  

In step two, we take this sentence and ŜȄǇŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǇŀǊŀƎǊŀǇƘΣ ǿƛǘƘΣ ŀǎ wŀƴŘȅ ǎŀȅǎΣ άǘƘǊŜŜ 
ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊǎ Ǉƭǳǎ ŀƴ ŜƴŘƛƴƎΦέ hƴŜ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜ ǇŜǊ ŀŎǘΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ όL ƎǳŜǎǎ ǘƘŀǘΩŘ ōŜ ŀ ŦƛǾŜ-act 
structure). 

Uh . . Φ ƻƪŀȅΣ ƛǘΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ L ǊŜŀŘ The Da Vinci Code, but I think it might go like 
this: 

A curator at the Louvre is murdered and his [hot] granddaughter and a [dowdy*] 
religious symbologist are called to investigate. They find a trail of clues pointing toward 
a secret society and the Holy Grail, but the police are pursuing them. Following the 
clues, tƘŜȅ ŦƭŜŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀƛŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎȅƳōƻƭƻƎƛǎǘΩǎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ŀƴŘ ƳŜƴǘƻǊΦ ¢ƘŜ 
friend and mentor betrays them and tries to force them to reveal the location of the 
Holy Grail. He is arrested and they discover that the hot granddaughter is a lineal 
descendant of Jesus Christτthe Holy Grail.  

http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/09/snowflake-method/
http://www.advancedfictionwriting.com/art/snowflake.php
http://www.advancedfictionwriting.com/art/snowflake.php
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0307474275?ie=UTF8&tag=mamablogga-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0307474275
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ϝbƻ ƻŦŦŜƴǎŜ ǘƻ IŀƴƪǎΣ ōǳǘ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƭȅΣ L ƘŀŘ ŀ ǎƘƻǊǘΣ ōŀƭŘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘ ŀǎ L ǊŜŀŘΦ ¸ŜŀƘΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǿƘŀǘ .Ǌƻǿƴ 
described. So sue me. 

In step three, we leave off with our plot summary and come to focus on our charactŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ 
important too, you know. The major characters each get a summary page here on their 
motivations, goals and characteristicsΦ όCƻǊƎƛǾŜ ƳŜ ƛŦ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ Řƻ ǘƘŀǘ 
here.) 

In step four, we come back to our plot summary and expand each 
sentence from that paragraph into a paragraph of its own, making the 
summary roughly a page, too. 

bƻǿ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎτstep five is to write the plot 
summary from the POV of each big characterτand yes, the plot 
summary should differ among themτmost especially between the 
hero(es) and the villain(s), but also, in, say, a romance, the hero and the heroine will have a 
very different perspective on events. 

Really, these summaries are as much about the characters themselvesτtheir reactions, 
perceptions, motivations, interpretations, etc.τas they are about the events of the novel. 
aŀƧƻǊ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΩ Ǉƭƻǘ ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ǇŀƎŜΤ ƳƛƴƻǊǎ ƎŜǘ ƘŀƭŦ ŀ ǇŀƎŜΦ 

DǳŜǎǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƴƻǿΚ ¸ŜǇΣ ƘƻǇǇƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ǉƭƻǘ ǎǳƳƳŀǊȅτƴƻǿ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ 
make that one-page synopsis into a four-page synopsisΦ !ƎŀƛƴΣ ƛǘΩǎ ōŀǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
sentences from the last go-round into paragraphs and the paragraphs into pages. 

{ǘŜǇ ǎŜǾŜƴ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǳǎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ όȅƻǳ ƪƴŜǿ ǘƘŀǘΣ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ȅƻǳΚύΦ bƻǿ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ 
their pages into chŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŎƘŀǊǘǎ όǿƘƛŎƘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ LΩƳ ǇǊŜǘǘȅ meh about). Says Randy, the most 
important aspect to these charts will be to answer the question άIƻǿ ǿƛƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ 
change by the end of the novel?έ 

For step eight we head back to our plot synopsis and make a list of scenes for the novel. The 
whole novel. (Now that is outlining!) In this step, we focus on just the basic factsτevents, POV, 
ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ {ǘŜǇ ƴƛƴŜ ƛǎ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǾŜƛƴ όŦƻƻƭŜŘ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ LΚΗύτa narrative summary 
of each scene, with all the good dialogue and descriptions and tidbits that our doubtlessly 

floating around in your head now. (This step is optional, 
Randy says.) 

!ǎ L ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ōŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǎǘŜǇ мл ƛǎ άǿǊƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǾŜƭΦέ 

As you move through the steps, of course, ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŦǊŜŜ (and 
even encouraged) ǘƻ ǊŜǾƛǎŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǎǘŜǇǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ. As 
always, we have to be flexible to new developmentsτ
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ready to add a dining room if we find the perfect chandelier . 

{ƻΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǿƻƴŘŜǊƛƴƎΣ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜΚ ¢ƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ simple fractal. You start 
with a triangle, then replace each straight line with a line with a peak: _/\_ . Star of David. Do it 
again. More complex, semi-snowflakey thing. Repeat. Even more complex snowflake. 

What do you think? Could you take a story from an idea to a novel (or outline) like this? What 
strengths or weaknesses do you see? 

Photo credits: snowflakeτJulie Falk; tapping pencilτTom St. George; fractal wrongnessτthe mad LOLscientist 

 

http://math.rice.edu/%7Elanius/frac/koch/koch.html
http://www.flickr.com/people/piper/
http://www.flickr.com/people/tomsaint/
http://www.flickr.com/people/themadlolscientist/
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A ten-step snowflake versus a five-step star: Organizing a manuscript my way 

by Carol J. Garvin 

If you were to ask, my family would tell you I have a thing for snowflakes. Childhood efforts to 
catch and melt them on my tongue evolved into a slightly out-of-control adult passion to amass 
the ultimate collection including jewelry, embroidered fabrics, candles and other home 
accessories. Every December we dangle giant snowflakes in our windows instead of wreaths 
and display a tree decorated entirely with a variety of snowflakes set aglow by tiny white 
twinkle lights.  

It isƴΩǘ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ŀ άǎƴƻǿŦƭŀƪŜέ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƻŦ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŀǇǇŜŀƭ ǘƻ 
ƳŜΦ hŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ǊŜŀŘ ŀƴȅ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǿƘƛƴƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ outlines and plotting you might guess 
ǘƘŀǘ LΩŘ ƎǊŀǎǇ ŀǘ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ Ƴȅ ƻŘŘǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘ ƳŀƴǳǎŎǊƛǇǘΦ 

LΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƭƛƪŜŘ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƛŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƴ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜ ǎƻ ǿƘŜƴ wŀƴŘȅ LƴƎŜǊƳŀƴǎƻƴΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ¢Ŝƴ {ǘŜǇǎ 
of Design appeared to offer a less rigid approach I gave it a try.  

The first step in the Snowflake approach required getting the essence of 
my story condensed into one sentenceτalways a challenge but 
something I was going to have to do sooner or later to answer the 
always-ŘǊŜŀŘŜŘΣ ά²ƘŀǘΩǎ ȅƻǳǊ ƴƻǾŜƭ ŀōƻǳǘΚέ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǎǘŜǇ 
was to expand that one sentence into a short paragraphτonce again a 
useful exercise that could later form the basis of a synopsis. I shirked 
somewhat on the third step that called for a full-page summary sheet for 
each of my characters and instead created summary paragraphs. 

At this point my good intentions balked. The remaining steps had me spending too much time 
repeatedly going over the same ground in an effoǊǘ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ L ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ȅŜǘ 
createdΦ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƴƻǿŦƭŀƪŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ Řŀƛǎȅ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴΣ ŜŀŎƘ ǎǘŜǇ 
causing me to return to the centre fulcrum and trace ever-increasing loops. 

All this building on the basics was meant to leave me with the story virtually complete and thus 
simplify the writing process. The theory is sound but for me it had the effect of capping the 
fountain of creativity and dragging me to a standstill. 

L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎŜŀǎŜ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘƭȅΣ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΦ L ŜȄamined what had been working and analyzed 
why it no longer was. Just as Jordan suggested in her post on story architecture. I learned that 
ǿƘŀǘ L ƴŜŜŘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ōŀǎƛŎ Ǉƭŀƴ ƛƴ ǇƭŀŎŜ ōǳǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜŀǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ƭocked into 
following its every detail. I need more flexibility than the true Snowflake Method allows. As a 
result, I adapted the steps for an abbreviated approach that helps create my initial building 
blocks and then keeps track of scenes and chapter content as I write.  

http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/10/personalizing-snowflake-method/
http://careann.wordpress.com/
http://careann.wordpress.com/2009/09/16/is-it-outlining-or-plotting/
http://www.advancedfictionwriting.com/art/snowflake.php
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LŦ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŀŎƪǘǊŀŎƪ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǘƻ ŀŎŎƻƳƳƻŘŀǘŜ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƻǊ ǎŎŜƴŜΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƻƪŀȅ ōǳǘ 
usually I write straight through to the conclusion of a bare bones first draft. As I review and 
revise I add a succession of new layers of description and detail to flesh out the story, setting 
and characters. 

{ƛƴŎŜ L ǎƪƛǇ ƘŀƭŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŜǇǎΣ ǿƘŀǘ LΩƳ ŘƻƛƴƎ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳŜ {ƴƻǿŦƭŀƪŜ aŜǘƘƻŘ ōǳǘ 
only a vague version of it. It has just five points (kind of like a star rather than a snowflake): 

1. Create a one-sentence summary of the story. 
2. Expand the one sentence into a paragraph that outlines the story basics. 
3. Expand the paragraph into a page or two that introduces the main characters, the 

conflict, complications, and resolution. Include how the MC will change throughout the 
story (i.e., intended character arc). 

4. /ǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ǎǇǊŜŀŘǎƘŜŜǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊΩǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƛƴǎŜǊǘŜŘ ŀǎ 
the first draft is written. 

5. Revise draft, adding details and description to enrich the writing. 

I could ōŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛȊŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǎƘƻǊǘŎǳǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ {ƴƻǿŦƭŀƪŜ aŜǘƘƻŘ ŀ ŦŀƛǊ ǘǊȅ ōǳǘ LΩǾŜ 
already admitted I need flexibilityΦ aȅ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜƎƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŜȄǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ 
any kind of promise that I would stay with it. I truly believe each novelist must approach story 
building via whatever method works, however unique it might be. There is no one right way 
that will suit everyone. The only way to guarantee the successful completion of a novel is to 
keep writing and the smart novelist utilizes whatever tools it takes to reach that goal. 

About the author 
Carol J. Garvin, blogging at /ŀǊŜŀƴƴΩǎ aǳǎƛƴƎǎ, is a freelance writer with articles in various 
Canadian magazines and publications. She lives in southwestern British Columbia and is a 
ƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŜŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ./ ²ǊƛǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ [ŀƴƎƭŜȅ ²ǊƛǘŜǊǎΩ DǳƛƭŘΦ {ƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ 
memoir that is not meant for publication, and began writing novels ten years ago. She is on her 
third but so far none are ready to send out into the world quite yet . . . but soon. Besides writing, 
her other passions are her church and family, gardening, reading, music, painting and purebred 
dogs. 
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Pros and cons of the Snowflake Method 

The Snowflake Method of story design is just one way to create a plotτōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ 
ǿŀȅΣ ƴƻǊ ƛǎ ƛǘ ŜǾŜƴ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ǿŀȅ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǳǎΦ ό!ƴŘ ǿŜΩƭƭ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ƳƻǊŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ǘƻ Ǉƭƻǘ 
ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǘǿƻ ǿŜŜƪǎΦύ ²ŜΩǾŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǎŜŜƴ Ƙƻǿ /ŀǊƻƭ adapted the Snowflake 
Method to suit her needs as a writer, using its strengths for her and discarding its potential 
weaknesses. So what are the potential strengths and weaknesses of the Snowflake Method, so 
we can do this for ourselves? 

Pros 

After spending so much time refining them and writing about them, you get to know your 
characters and your plot well. Really well. Before you even write one word of your story, you 
have pages and pages of information on the characters, their backgrounds, how they see the 

story unfolding. You know the events, the sequence, the logic there. 

Another strength is that ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ άƎǊƻǿέ ŀ Ǉƭƻǘ 
άƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƭȅΦέ If you start with just the most basic ideaτsay, National Treasure for 
the Amish or something τyou can develop your characters and your plot. 

!ƭǎƻΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘΩǎ ǎǘŜǇǎ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƭƻǘΣ ŜƴǎǳǊƛƴƎ 
that you develop bothτōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǎǇŜƴŘ ǎƻ ƭƻƴƎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ ƻƴ ŜŀŎƘ ƻƴŜ 
that you get bored. 

Simply put, if you like to know as much as you can about a book before you start writing, this 
can be a great way to discover your characters and their storylines. 

Cons 

On the other hand, using this method can lead to analysis paralysisτyou can spend so long 
trying to perfect your outline and your character profiles that you never actually get around to 
writing anything. 

Or, somewhat conversely, if you go through the first nine steps of this method, for some writers 
that level of detail in planning can sap the fun out of 
writing. For all the writers I know, the joy of the journey of 
ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƛƴ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ƳŀŘŜ ŀƭƭ ȅƻǳǊ 
ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊƛŜǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ȅƻǳ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ 
nothing left to motivate you to write on. 

And I can say this from experience. Yes, while I am a fully 
converted pantser, I forgot to mention that my first 
attempts at plotting almost put me off the practice 

http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/10/pros-cons-snowflake-method/
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forever. I used the Snowflake Method to plot two books in between my second and third 
completed manuscripts. I managed to slog through fourteen pages of notes, outlines and 
character profiles (through step six) before I let myself get to actually writing. 

!ƴŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀƴȅ ŦǳƴΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜƴǎŜ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ŀ ƳŜŘƛƻŎǊŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊΦ όLΩƳ ƻƪŀȅ 
with mediocre first chapters in first drafts, of course, but for the amount of effort made it at 
least mediocreτǿŜƭƭΣ ƛŦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŜƴƧƻȅ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƛǘΣ ǿƘȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ L ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŜƴƧƻȅ 
ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƛǘΚύ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ L ƭƻǾŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƛƭƭ Řƻ ƭƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀΣ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ƛŦ LΩƭƭ ŜǾŜǊ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǿǊƛǘŜ 
that book now. 

ό[ǳŎƪƛƭȅΣ LΩǾŜ ǘǊƛŜŘ ŀ ŦŜǿ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜΩƭƭ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ ƴŜȄǘ ǿŜŜƪΦύ 

Lastly, like the act structure, the Snowflake Method ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƎƛǾŜ ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ for 
the actual eventsΦ L ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ǇƭƻǘǘƛƴƎ ƘƻǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ LΩƭƭ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ ǇƭƻǘǘƛƴƎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ 
tell me exactly what I should have my characters do next. Yeah, not so much.  

.ǳǘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ άǘƘǊŜŜ ŘƛǎŀǎǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ŜƴŘƛƴƎΣέ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛn the Snowflake 
aŜǘƘƻŘ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŦǊƻƳ ! ǘƻ .Φ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ not much in the way of actual structure for a 
storyΦ bŜȄǘ ǿŜŜƪΣ ǿŜΩƭƭ ǎǘŀǊǘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƎǳƛŘŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ 
events and disasters we should have to help craft compelling, non-rambling stories that move 
along with purpose toward our goal. 

What do you think? What other strengths and weaknesses do you see in the Snowflake 
Method? Have you tried it? 

Photo credits: growing plantsτDaniel GreeneΤ ǿǊƛǘŜǊΩǎ ōƭƻŎƪτJonno Witts 
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! ǉǳƛŎƪ ƻǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ 

So farΣ ǿŜΩǾŜ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ ǘǿƻ ǇƭƻǘǘƛƴƎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎΦ hƴŜ ƘŜƭǇŜŘ ǳǎ parse our story into parts, the 
other helped us grow it from an idea. But a weakness of both is that neither really tells us what 
kind of events we need in a storyτespecially in the sagging middle.  

¢ƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ ƛǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ŀǊŎƘŜǘȅǇŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ /ŀǊƭ WǳƴƎΣ ŀǎ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ōȅ WƻǎŜǇƘ 
Campbell. Campbell studied myths, legends and tales from around the world, and observed 
that most of the stories followed a similar pattern. However, it was Christopher Vogler that 
ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ ǘƻ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ όŀƴŘ ŦƛƭƳύ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳre in ¢ƘŜ ²ǊƛǘŜǊΩǎ 
Journey. 

L ŦƛǊǎǘ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƻΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ƛƴ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ ²Ŝ ƘŀŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ Ŏƻƻƭ interactive 
websiteτman, I wish I still had the URL . . . what? Why are you looking at me that way? Yes, we 
ƘŀŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ L ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘŜƴ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻΦ ¸ƻǳΩǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ 
jealous. 

!ƘŜƳΦ !ƴȅǿŀȅΦ {ƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜƴΣ LΩǾŜ ŎƻƳŜ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƻΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ Φ Φ Φ ƻƘΣ ŀ Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ǘƛƳŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ōǳƭƪ 
of this post actually comes from my notes from the most recent encounter, a presentation by 
Annette Lyon to the local League of Utah Writers chapter in April JunŜ όLΩƳ ƎƻƻŘ ǿƛǘƘ 
ŎŀƭŜƴŘŀǊǎύΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŀ Ŧǳƭƭ ǎŜǾŜƴǘŜŜƴ ǎǘŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ /ŀƳǇōŜƭƭΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅΣ ±ƻƎƭŜǊ ǊŜŘǳŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ 
steps to the twelve here. 

¢ƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ 

The story begins in The Ordinary World. Here, of course, we meet the hero and his problems. 
This is how we can introduce the story questionτǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊƭȅƛƴƎ ǉǳŜǎǘ ό/ŀƴ 
heroine find her place in the world? Can hero mend his bitter, broken heart? Can Jimmy save 
Ƙƛǎ ƎǊŀƴŘǇŀΩǎ ŦŀǊƳΚύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ the ordinary world may foreshadow the story 
worldτthree words: Wizard of Oz.  

Then comes the Call to Adventure. A herald arrives, announcing the change. (I just watched 
IŀǊǊȅ tƻǘǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ƻǊŎŜǊŜǊΩǎ {ǘƻƴŜ again this weekend, and the call is super obvious there, 
yes?) The hero must actτƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƴ ƻǇŜƴ-ŜƴŘŜŘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŎŀǘŎƘŀƭƭ Ŏŀǎǘ ŎŀƭƭΦ Lƴ ǎƻƳŜ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ ŀ άǿŜ 
need ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ Ƙŀǎ ·Σ ¸ ŀƴŘ ½ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎέ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǿƻǊƪΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎŜŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦ ŀ ά²Ŝ 
ƴŜŜŘ ¸h¦έ ŎŀƭƭΦ 

bƻǊƳŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƻ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘΦ hōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘŀǊŘ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀȅōŜ L ŘƻƴΩǘ 
want to find my place in the world/mend my heart/save the farm that badly. This is the Refusal 
of the Call.  

CŜŀǊ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǊŜŦǳǎŀƭτhe may also have noble reasons, or 
perhaps other characters are preventing him from leaving (on purpose or inadvertently). Again, 

http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/10/quick-overview-heros-journey/
http://www.thewritersjourney.com/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/193290736X?ie=UTF8&tag=mamablogga-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=193290736X
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/193290736X?ie=UTF8&tag=mamablogga-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=193290736X
http://www.annettelyon.com/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000W74EQC?ie=UTF8&tag=mamablogga-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B000W74EQC
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this is HP1τhis aunt and uncle refuse to let him even open the letter, and whisk him off to 
some rocky outcropping. 

Sometimes it takes a mentor to get the hero on the right path. So next we have the Meeting 
with the Mentor. (This can also take place after the hero has committed to the adventure, or 
kind of concurrently . . . anyway.) This gets the hero (and the story) moving again. The mentor 
often provides hero with training and/or an object that will help in the quest. 

bƻǿ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǊŜŀŘȅ ŦƻǊ Crossing the First Threshold. This is where the hero leaves the Ordinary 
World and enters the New, Special Story World. (Again, this is dramatized well in The Wizard of 
Ozτliterally in Technicolorτbut lots of movies actually have big cues for this transitionτ
change in tempo, location, lighting, music, etc.). This is where our hero faces his first test, the 
first challenge to his commitment. Life will never be the same once the hero passes the 
threshold. 

The bulk of the story comes in the Tests, Allies and Enemies phase. Here, the hero adjusts to 
the New World, often with tests of skill. He meets lots of people and has to determine whether 
ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŀƭƭƛŜǎ ƻǊ ŜƴŜƳƛŜǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǿŜ ǎŜŜ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 
gathering. The hero picks up his sidekicks and possibly a rival. In HP1, this is everything from the 
Hogwarts Express to the sorting, and then all the inner skirmishes the kids face. 

Then things start to get serious with the Approach to the Inmost Cave όŎŀƴΩǘ ȅƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ƘŜŀǊ ŀ 
booming, echoing voice?). This is the first of two big, final testsτƛǘΩǎ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƻǊȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ 
test, though sometimes the character thinks ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǘŜǎǘΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƻƴƭȅ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜ 
him for a later Ordeal. 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ LƴƳƻǎǘ /ŀǾŜΣ ǿŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ Ǌǳƴ ƛƴǘƻ ƛƭƭǳǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƻΩǎ 
ǿƻǊǘƘƛƴŜǎǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƘŜǊƻ Ƴǳǎǘ ǳǎŜ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ǎƻ ŦŀǊ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƘŜ 
enters a new Special World. In the original Star Wars trilogy, this is most obvious when Luke 
actually goes into a cave to confront an illusion of Darth Vader. In Harry Potter, Harry, Ron and 
IŜǊƳƛƻƴŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ Ǉŀǎǘ CƭǳŦŦȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀŘƭȅ ǾƛƴŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǿŀǊƳ ƻŦ 
keys and the living chess set. 

These ordeals strip the hero of his friends, leaving him alone for the final Ordeal. But since 
ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƘŜŀǾȅΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀ ōǊŜŀƪ ƘŜǊŜτsome comic relief, a campfire scene (or this 
Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ hǊŘŜŀƭύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜ ŀ ǎŎŜƴŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ǿƻƴτand then they 
ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ƻƴŜ ƳƻǊŜ άƭƛǘǘƭŜέ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΦ 

The Ordeal. This may be the climŀȄΦ LǘΩǎ ŀ άŦƛƴŀƭ ŜȄŀƳέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƻ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ ƻŦŦ Ƙƛǎ ƴŜǿƭȅ-gained 
knowledge. Here he battles the real villain (not to be confused with the rival, who is so trivial 
now), and faces his greatest fears. The hero has to be willing to sacrifice something huge and/or 
die here. 
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But it all pays off, because next he gets to seize the swordτhe gets The Reward. The hero 
captures or finds the Elixirτan actual treasure, some treasure of knowledgeτor accomplishes 
the point of the quest. Now we can celebrate (another good place for a campfire scene). 

Here, the hero has an epiphanyτƘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƴŜǿ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦΦ IŜΩǎ ƎǊƻǿƴΣ 
and that itself might be the Elixir. 

In an action-oriented story, or a story that Will. Never. End. (Make! It! Stop!), we come next to 
The Road Back. The hero heads back to the Ordinary World with the Elixir. The Villain comes 
ōŀŎƪ όLΩǾŜ ƘŜŀǊŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎƭŀȅ ǘƘŜ ŘǊŀƎƻƴ ǘǿƛŎŜύΦ 

Now, we have the Resurrection, which is often the climax. This is the biggest ordeal of all, 
something that pushes him to the limit. Remember that after the Ordeal, the hero realized he 
was changed. Here, we get to see that change in action. What part of himself did he sacrifice or 
lose? If this is the climax, then this is where the hero finally triumphs over evil once and for all, 
he vanquishes the Villain and the Villain is changed forever. 

And we get back on the road back to home for our triumphal Return with the Elixir. Here we 
have the denouement. Characters receive their rewards or punishments. We wrap up all the 
loose threadsτbut a surprise or two in here is always fun! 

After this, though, the hero may leave because with the Elixir, he no longer belongs in the 
Ordinary World. Frodo is the classic example of this. 

Naturally, as Campbell alsƻ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΣ ǿŜΩƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ŀǊŎƘŜǘȅǇŀƭ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ƛƴ 
ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƻΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿΦ 

Want to go more in-ŘŜǇǘƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ? Check out Andrew RosenbergΩǎ όLŀǇŜǘǳǎфффύ 
current blog series! 

²Ƙŀǘ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪΚ /ŀƴ ȅƻǳ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ ƛƴ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ōƻƻƪǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǾƛŜǎ ǘƻŘŀȅΚ Iƻǿ 
about your own work? 

 

http://blog.dawnsrise.com/2009/09/story-structure-part-1-of-12.html
http://blog.dawnsrise.com/2009/09/story-structure-part-1-of-12.html
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!ǊŎƘŜǘȅǇŀƭ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ 

TƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ WƻǎŜǇƘ /ŀƳǇōŜƭƭ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ƘŜǊƻŜǎ 
across mythology. He found that not only do heroes have a lot in 
common, but so do other roles in their stories. Again, Christopher 
Vogler adapted this for writers in ¢ƘŜ ²ǊƛǘŜǊΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅΣ ǎƻ ǿŜΩƭƭ ōŜ 
using his terminology. 

The Hero is our protagonist. The audience identifies with him (or her). 
He grows in the course of the story, and is involved in most of the 
action. He has a character flaw, of course (if he were perfect, could he grow? And would he be 
interesting?) This flaw is often the flipside of his biggest strengthτhis optimism means he has 
falsŜ ƘƻǇŜΣ ƭƻǾŜ ƻŦ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƘŜ ǿƻƴΩǘ ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜ Ƙƛǎ ŘŀŘΩǎ ǘƻ ǎŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ŜǘŎΦ .ǳǘ ƘŜ Ƴǳǎǘ 
be willing to sacrifice when we get to that climactic point of the story. 

The first archetypal character he usually meets is the Herald, the character who issues the call 
to adventure. His challenge announces a coming change, that all is not well in the Ordinary 
World. He also gives the Hero motivation to go on the adventure. 

¢ƘŜ IŜǊŀƭŘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ be a personτƛƴ [ƻǊŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wƛƴƎǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƴƎΤ ƛƴ Iŀrry 
tƻǘǘŜǊΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎΤ ƛƴ {ǘŀǊ ²ŀǊǎΥ ! bŜǿ IƻǇŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ hōƛ-²ŀƴΩǎ ƛƴǾƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƳ 
ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CƻǊŎŜΦ ό¸ƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ŀǊƎǳŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ wн-D2, but remember that 
R2 bore a message for someone else). 

He usually has a Mentor who teaches him. Often, the Mentor gives him a useful gift as well as 
ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƻ ƛƴǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǇǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƭƭΦ ό¢ŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴǘƻǊ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ 
eitherτŀƴŘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƳŜŀƴ ŘƛǎŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ǾƻƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ CƻǊŎŜ ƎƘƻǎǘǎΣ ŜƛǘƘŜǊΦ Lǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛng 
that teaches the Hero and prepares him for the coming tests.) 

Along the way, the Hero encounters Threshold Guardians who block his path. These obstacles 
are tests for the Heroτhave his skills developed enough? The guardians may be working for the 
good ǎƛŘŜ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōŀŘ ǎƛŘŜΣ ƻǊ ƴƻ ƻƴŜ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ όōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜ 
for his own sake believable for very long, you know?) 

The Trickster is often a sidekick. He often balances the drama with comic relief and brings 
things into perspective. 

The Shape-Shifter can be his or her own characterτor it can be combined with another 
ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ǘȅǇŜΦ !ǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΣ ƘŜΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜΦ wŜǾŜŀƭƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ άǊŜŀƭέ ǎŜƭŦ Ŏŀƴ 
create big change in the storyτbut they may or may not be evil. They may switch sides, but 
they may become good. In fact, in a romance, the romantic leads are often Shape-Shifters 
because they must change to enter into a relationship. (Heck, even the Hero might be a Shape-
Shifter, since he has to learn and grow throughout the course of the story.) 

http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/10/archetypal-characters-heros-journey/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/193290736X?ie=UTF8&tag=mamablogga-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=193290736X
http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/06/perfection-isnt-appealing/
http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/06/perfection-isnt-appealing/
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The Hero may encounter a rivalτǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƘƻΩǎ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊƳŜŘƛŀǊȅ ƎƻŀƭΣ ƻǊ 
ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΣ ŜǘŎΦ .ǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ Shadow ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƛƴΦ IŜ ǘŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ ǘǊǳŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ 
and worthiness, and forces the Hero to rise to the cƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜΦ IŜΩǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀ ǎƘŀǇŜ-shifter, 
appearing beautiful, elegant or good. 

And nothing is complete without a few examples, right? 

  Harry Potter Star Wars IV-VI 

Hero Harry Luke 

Shadow Voldemort Darth Vader 

Mentor Hagrid, Dumbledore       Obi-Wan 

Herald Letters Obi-Wan 

Shape shifters Literally: McGonagall Leia, Vader/Anakin, Obi-Wan 

Trickster Fred & George Han, C3PO, R2-D2 

Threshold Guardians      Neville, Fluffy Stormtroopers 

What do you think? How do you see these archetypal characters, either in ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƻǊ 
your own? 

Image credits: superheroτStefanie L.; shadowτMichal Zacharzewski 

 

http://www.sxc.hu/profile/Scyza
http://www.sxc.hu/profile/mzacha
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!ǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ 

¢ƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ǇƭƻǘǘƛƴƎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ǿŜΩǾŜ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ ǎƻ ŦŀǊΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 
of the specific nature of most of the steps. And I can say this from experienceτLΩǾŜ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ 
IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ όōƻǘƘ ±ƻƎƭŜǊΩǎ ŀƴŘ WǳƴƎΩǎ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴǎύ ǘƻ Ǉƭƻǘ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ǎƛȄ ōƻƻƪǎΦ hŦ ǘƘƻǎŜΣ LΩǾŜ 
ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǘǿƻ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ όƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ±ƻƎƭŜǊΩǎ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ WǳƴƎΩǎύΦ  

¢ƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ ƛǎ ŀ Ŧǳƴ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ŦƻǊ ǇƭƻǘǘƛƴƎΣ ōecause it gives a great structure that 
we instinctively recognize όǎƛƴŎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀǊŎƘŜǘȅǇŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŦŀƛǊȅ ǘŀƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƳȅǘƘǎ 

we had to study in high school). It has some very specific steps 
to follow, so you have clear suggestions on the types of events to 
include.  

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŘƛǎŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ 
Journey as a plotting methodτwhen I expect to look at a list of 
steps and magically have the list tell me exactly how I should 
ƘŀƴŘƭŜ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎŎŜƴŜǎΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ŦƻǊτwe 
still have to use our imagination. 

And, as with all plotting methods, we have to be flexible. Not all books require all steps. A 
murder mystery, for example, may open after the hero has finally accepted the callτwhen he 
arrives on the crime scene. He may have another call to adventure, thoughτsomething that 
ƳŀƪŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭΣ ƛŦ ƛǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅΦ !ƴŘΣ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ƛƴ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΣ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǎǘŀȅ ŦƭŜȄƛōƭŜΣ 
ǘƻƻΦ aȅ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜǎ ōŜŀǊ ƻƴƭȅ ŀ ǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ ǊŜǎŜƳōƭŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎτin 
ŦŀŎǘΣ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǘƻǘŀƭƭȅ ǎǳǊŜ L ŜǾŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŜǇǎ ƭŜŦǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴǳǎŎǊƛǇǘǎΦ 

{ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ ŀǇǇƭƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƎŜƴǊŜǎΦ [ƛƪŜ L ǎŀƛŘΣ 
ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƛƴ ƳȅǎǘŜǊƛŜǎΣ ǿŜ ƧǳƳǇ ƛƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ WƻǳǊƴŜȅΦ !ǘ !ƴƴŜǘǘŜΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜntation a 
ŦŜǿ ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ŀƎƻΣ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ ǘƻ ŀ ǊƻƳŀƴŎŜΦ L ǿŀǎ 
ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜŘ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ ōȅ The Everything Guide to Writing a Romance 
Novel, which I won on ǘƘŜ wƻƳŀƴŎŜ ²ǊƛǘŜǊǎΩ wŜǾŜƴƎŜ ōƭƻƎτand ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿΣ ǿŜΩƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ Ŏƻ-
ŀǳǘƘƻǊ CŀȅŜ IǳƎƘŜǎ ƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ IŜǊƻΩs Journey plays out in a romance! 

bƻǿ ǘƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŦŀǾƻǊƛǘŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ƻŦ ǇƭƻǘǘƛƴƎΦ IŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ 
WƻǳǊƴŜȅΚ Iƻǿ ƘŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ǎŜŜƴ ƛǘ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƻǊ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩΚ 

Image credit: Svilen Mushkatov 

 

http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/10/applying-heros-journey/
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¢ƘŜ IŜǊƻ όŀƴŘ IŜǊƻƛƴŜύΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅτIŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ ƛƴ ǊƻƳŀƴŎŜ 

by Faye Hughes 

ThanƪǎΣ WƻǊŘŀƴΣ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ƳŜ ǘƻ Ƨƻƛƴ ȅƻǳ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ ōƭƻƎ ǘƻŘŀȅΦ LǘΩǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǇƭŜŀǎǳǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘŜǊŜΦ 

LΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇƭƻǘǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǊƻƳŀƴŎŜ ƴƻǾŜƭ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƻΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳ. Now, 
first, a disclaimer: This approach works for a lot of romance novelists but it may not work for 
ȅƻǳΦ ²ŜΩǊŜ ŀƭƭ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ǎƻ ǿŜ ŀƭƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭƻǘǘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǾƛŜǿǇƻƛƴǘ Φ Φ Φ 
ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘΚ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŦƛƴŜΦ 

¢ƘŜ ƘŜǊƻΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ƛǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ǎŎǊŜŜƴǿǊƛǘŜr Christopher Vogler, whose book The 
²ǊƛǘŜǊΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅΥ aȅǘƘƛŎ {ǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ŦƻǊ ²ǊƛǘŜǊǎ was in turn based upon his interpretation of the 
archetypes described by Joseph Campbell in his seminal work on mythology, The Hero with a 
Thousand FacesΦ wƻƳŀƴŎŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ 5ŜōǊŀ 5ƛȄƻƴ ǳǎŜŘ ±ƻƎƭŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ 
fabulousτŀƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ L ǎŀȅΣ άŦŀōǳƭƻǳǎΣέ L ƳŜŀƴ ȅƻǳ w9![[¸ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŀ ŎƻǇȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ 
writing a romance novelτbook, Goal, Motivation, and Conflict. 

Basically, Vogler suggested that all fictional heroesτwhether in a novel or 
a screenplayτwould follow a similar path during the course of the story. 
²ƘŜƴ ±ƻƎƭŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƻΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
traditional three-act paradigm for writing a romance novel, the result can 
flesh out the plot and give insight into character. 

Lǘ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ avoid the saggy middle and other plot 
pitfalls. 

¢ƘŜ ƘŜǊƻΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎΥ 

I. Act One 

a. Ordinary World: The H/H (hero and heroine) are in their normal world before 
story begins. 
b. Call to Adventure: The H/H learn of the problem, receive a challenge or the 
call to adventure that can lead to their romance. 
c. Refusal of the Call: The hero or heroine (or both) refuses the call (due to their 
respective internal conflicts). 
d. Meeting with the Mentor: The H/H meet with a mentor who offers advice or 
training. 
e. Crossing the First Threshold: The H/H take the first step toward the romance 
(the first kiss, perhaps). 

II. Act Two 

http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/10/hero-heroines-journey-romance/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/193290736X?ie=UTF8&tag=mamablogga-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=193290736X
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/193290736X?ie=UTF8&tag=mamablogga-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=193290736X
http://www.gryphonbooksforwriters.com/?page=shop/flypage&wt=1.00&product_id=22&CLSN_1737=12550245031737c115837df28cc3fd2f
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a. Tests, Allies, Enemies: The H/H face and resolve their numerous non-primary 
conflicts and meet the secondary characters who will hinder or help them on 
their path to true love. 
b. Approach to the Inmost Cave: The H/H encounter numerous obstacles while 
pursuing their primary goal (an HEA [Happily Ever After]). 
c. Supreme Ordeal: A major plot point where an important secondary conflict 
seems to doom the romance (could also include the primary conflict 
peripherally, though not always). 
d. Reward: The H/H overcome their secondary conflict. 

III. Act Three 

a. The Road Back: The H/H begin the return to their ordinary world, although the 
primary conflict is still unresolved. 
b. Resurrection: The Dark Moment where the H/H face the loss of their 
romance and must use every lesson they have learned along their journey to 
resurrect their love. 
c. Return with Elixir: The H/H return from their journey with the άŜƭƛȄƛǊέτtheir 
HEA. 

¢ƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ L ƭƛƪŜ ǳǎƛƴƎ ¢ƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳ ŦƻǊ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǊƻƳŀƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ŜƴǎǳǊŜǎ ǿŜ 
have all of the elements needed for a successful romance novel in our book. 

Happy Writing! 

About the author 
Faye Hughes, a Mississippi native currently living in New York, is the award-winning author of 
seven highly-acclaimed novels of romantic fiction published by Bantam, Zebra and Meteor. 
Heralded as one of the rising stars of contemporary romantic fiction during the 1990s, Faye 
received two W.I.S.H. (Women In Search of a Hero) awards for her work from Romantic Times 
BOOKLovers Magazine. Two of her romance novels have been optioned for television movies. 
Her website is at www.FayeHughes.net. She and nonfiction co-author Christie Craig have a joint 
website at www.WritewithUs.net. 
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/ƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ  

No plotting method is perfectτǘƘƻǳƎƘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ Ŧŀƴǎ Ƴŀȅ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ IW 
comes close . However, academics and scholars have pointed out some weaknesses in using 
ǘƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ ŀǎ ŀ ǘŜƳǇƭŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ a novel or movie. 

hƴ ŀ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊƭȅ ƭŜǾŜƭΣ Ƴŀƴȅ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ /ŀƳǇōŜƭƭΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ όǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ŦƻǊ ±ƻƎƭŜǊΩǎΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ 
recall) may not really be supported by the full body of mythology and fairy tales. He uses the 
Western canon, and even then, not the worldwide canon, to support his theories, and within 
mythological studies today, most consider his work an overgeneralization at best. 

As Eileen mentioned in the comments on the last postΣ ǘƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ 
WƻǳǊƴŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǎŜŜƳ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀƛŎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ 
always a bad thing. Romance, mysteries/thrillers/suspense, and 
ƛƴǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƴƻǾŜƭǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭ άŦƻǊƳǳƭŀƛŎέτthey have a prescribed 
formula, and if you break with it, well, good luck with the audience. 
Fans of those genres read them because ǘƘŜȅ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ 
going to turn out, and that reaffirmation is powerful. 

hƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘΣ ǎƻƳŜ Řƻ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ 
Journey had produced a lack of originality and clichés in pop 
ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ƳƻǾƛŜǎΦ όIƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ L ǎǘƛƭƭ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƭŜ 
enough to useτƧǳǎǘ ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳǊ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ŀ ŦǊŜǎƘ ǘǿƛǎǘΦ LǎƴΩǘ 
that what we should be doing anyway?) 

CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƪƛƴŘ ǘƻ womenτŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ 
άIŜǊƻƛƴŜΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅΦέ ²ƘƛƭŜ ƛǘΩǎ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ŀ Ƴŀƴ ŀǎ ŀ 
ǇǊƻǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘΣ /ŀƳǇōŜƭƭΩǎ ŀǊŎƘŜǘȅǇŀƭ ǊƻƭŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΣ ǿƛǘŎƘ ŀƴŘ ŘŀƳǎŜƭ ƛƴ 
distress. Not exactly a strong, empowered female role model, eh? 

Critical analysis aside, however, ǘƘŜ IŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ǎǘƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ƳƻŘŜƭ ŦƻǊ ǇƭƻǘǘƛƴƎ ŀ 
storyτŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŀƎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ƳŀƪŜ ȅƻǳǊ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŀ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘΣ 
marketable marvel. 

How has the HŜǊƻΩǎ WƻǳǊƴŜȅ ŦŀƭƭŜƴ ǎƘƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳǊ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎΚ 

Photo by Mary Harrsch 
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hǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ [ŀǊǊȅ .ǊƻƻƪǎΩǎ {ǘƻǊȅ {ǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ 

¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǇƭƻǘǘƛƴƎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ LΩǾŜ ŎƻƳŜ ŀŎǊƻǎǎΦ {ƛƳǇƭȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άStory StructureΣέ ǘƘƛǎ 
method gives great advice for partitioning your story as well as the major events and turning 
points. I used it in my most recent WIP (which I reached the end of late Saturday night ), and 
it was really helpful to pace myself (though I ended up short on word count, I ƪƴƻǿ LΩƭƭ ŀŘŘ 
more in revisions). 

Larry Brooks, author of many, many scripts, four published novels, 
and the blog StoryFixΣ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴ ŀ ōƭƻƎ ǎŜǊƛŜǎΦ LǘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘ 
worth it to read the Story Structure full seriesΣ ōǳǘ LΩƭƭ ƎƛǾŜ ŀ ǉǳƛŎƪ 
overview here. 

The structure is in four parts with three turning points separating 
ǘƘŜƳ όǇƭǳǎ ǘǿƻ άǇƛƴŎƘ ǇƻƛƴǘǎέύΦ 9ŀŎƘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 
about one quarter of the story.  

Part one is the Set-up. In this part of the story, we meet the 
ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΦ όLŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ 
ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ άhƘΣ ǘƘŜ hǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ ²ƻǊƭŘΣέ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ 
ŀƭƻƴŜΦύ IŜǊŜ ǿŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ŀǘ ǎǘŀƪŜΣ ōǳǘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭΣ ǿŜΩǊŜ 

working up to the turning point at the end of this part: Plot Point 1 (what we commonly call the 
Inciting Incident). 

Brooks says that First Plot Point is the most important moment in your story. Located 20-25% of 
ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƛƴǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ǎǘƻǊȅΣ ƛǘΩǎ 

ǘƘŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƛǘǎ ƛƴitial center-stage appearance. 
It may be the first full frontal view of it, or it may be the escalation and shifting of 
something already present.  

This is a huge turning pointτwhere the whole world gets turned 
on its head. (If you like, you can say this is where we formally 
pose the story question.) 

PP1 bridges into Part 2τthe Response. The hero/heroine 
responds to the first plot point. This response can be a refusal, 
ǎƘƻŎƪΣ ŘŜƴƛŀƭΣ ŜǘŎΦΣ ŜǘŎΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Řƻ 
nothingτthey have to do something, and something more than 
sitting and stewingτbut their reactions are going to be . . . well, 
ǊŜŀŎǘƛǾŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ƘŜǊƻόƛƴŜύ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǊŜŀŘȅ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǘƻ save the day quite yetτǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ 
trying to preserve the status quo. 

http://jordanmccollum.com/2009/10/overview-larry-brookss-story-structure/
http://storyfix.com/category/story-structure-series
http://storyfix.com/
http://storyfix.com/category/story-structure-series























