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To everyone who yearns to tell a story. You can do it. Your biggest obstacle in your life will always be overcoming your own fears and doubts.

















INTRODUCTION










Every story takes a hero on a journey. In the beginning, the hero has a goal. By the end, the hero either gets that goal or fails to get that goal. This is why story endings are fairly predictable. In a mystery, the detective catches the criminal. In a romance, two people finally find true love. In an action thriller, the hero defeats the villain.

What makes every story unique isn’t the type of ending, but the details that describe how the hero gets from the beginning to the end. Long stories (novels, stage plays, and screenplays) can’t jump from the beginning to the end right away or the story would be over too soon. Instead, all types of long stories must develop step-by-step through building blocks known as scenes.

To tell any type of lengthy story, writers must tell that story through multiple scenes. Just as a chain is only as strong as its weakest link, so any story will only be as strong as its weakest scene.

Imagine someone flipping through a novel, stage play, or screenplay at random. If they don’t read something interesting in any random part of the story, they’ll likely put the story down and never bother reading the rest of it. That means every scene in a story must be grab a reader’s attention, hold it, and compel the reader to turn the next page to find out more. When all your individual scenes can do that, you’ll likely have an equally compelling long story as well.

What you can never do is write a handful of great scenes surrounded by mediocre scenes that simply exist to move the story along. Nobody (except the writer) will ever have the patience to wade through multiple mediocre scenes in hopes of eventually getting to the good scenes.

Every story must consist of nothing but the best possible scenes. This book will help you understand how scenes work, how to structure each scene as a mini-story, and how to link one scene to another so they keep your story moving towards an exciting conclusion.

Scene writing is a crucial part of storytelling. When you can master writing a single scene, you’re well on your way to mastering a longer story. If you can’t write a single compelling scene, you won’t be able to tell an interesting longer story with dozens of separate scenes either.

Although this book focuses solely on screenwriting, the principles remain the same for all types of storytelling. If you want to write a novel, stage play, or screenplay, you must understand how to write a compelling scene that grabs the reader and never lets them go. Writing great scenes is the first step towards writing and telling a great story.




How to Use This Book


Scenes are the building blocks of every story. Yet far too many novices try to write a story without taking time to understand how scenes work, how scenes are structured, and which scenes are crucial to any story.

Trying to write a story without understanding how to write a scene is like trying to build a house without understanding how to nail wood together or why you need to lay a foundation before you try to build a house. Without such crucial knowledge, all the best attempts will likely be far more troublesome and frustrating than they need to be.

The purpose of this book is to help you understand how to write a scene. Once you can write a single scene well, you can write dozens of scenes well. Until you can write one scene well, you’ll never be able to write any story that can grab someone’s attention and make them want to give you money.

The first part of this book focuses on helping you understand the crucial scenes in any story. Whether you’re writing a comedy, a romance, a mystery, a thriller, or a horror story, all scenes consist of the same foundational scenes. You need a beginning and an end, but you also need to know how the beginning and end work together to tell a unified story. Rather than write a story from start to finish, consider writing scenes out of order.

Once you understand which major scenes every story needs and how these major scenes relate to each other, you can write more cohesive stories. By outlining and writing these major scenes first, you can quickly and easily structure a large part of your entire story. Once you know where your story is going, it’s much easier to write scenes that support that story.

You can come up with the greatest idea for a story but if you can’t tell that story in a compelling way, your great idea might as well be invisible. By understanding how to write compelling scenes that grab and hold attention while telling an intriguing story, you can write scenes that people will want to read.

Just remember that writing is never about following a formula. Instead, use the suggestions in this book as guidelines to help you get unstuck and structure your story. Follow your story, not any arbitrary writing rules.

Write great scenes and you can write great stories. It’s really that simple.












PART
 I





THE BASIC STORY STRUCTURE










The worst way to write a screenplay is to come up with an idea and start writing. This approach inevitably creates a weak story that runs out of ideas within a few pages. Trying to salvage a hasty idea at this point will likely create nothing but a jumbled mess.

A far better idea is to plan your story ahead of time before you start writing, and that’s what this book is about. Of course, to plan a story, you need to understand the crucial types of scenes every screenplay needs. Once you know the purpose of different types of scenes and how they work to create a compelling story, then you’ll be able to plan your own story.

Part I of this book focuses on revealing the crucial types of scenes every story needs regardless of the genre, tone, setting, or characters. Every story is built out of structural scenes and this part of the book will help you identify and understand these types of scenes so you can create them in your own screenplay.
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THE PURPOSE OF EVERY SCENE











T
 he purpose of a scene is not to tell a story. When you try to tell a story, you’ll risk dumping information in the reader’s lap like a pile of soggy magazines and newspapers. Nobody reads a scene because they want to learn about your story. Everybody reads a scene because they find it interesting. Because a scene is interesting, people will eventually learn about your story.

You can’t tell a story until you’ve grabbed a reader’s attention. You can’t tell a story unless you can hold a reader’s attention. Therefore the main purpose of every scene is to:


	Grab the reader’s attention

	Hold the reader’s attention







Grabbing
 Attention


If you can't write a scene that grabs and holds attention, nothing else matters. The number one priority must always be grabbing and holding attention. Only then can a scene gives us information about that story. The moment a scene fails to grab and hold attention, the entire story is lost.

To understand how scenes grab attention, study the opening scene of any movie such as the following:


	“Star Wars” - (Conflict) Battle scene between a large starship chasing after a smaller starship.

	“Don’t Breathe” - (Mystery) A man drags an unconscious woman through the streets of an abandoned neighborhood.

	“Rocky” - (Conflict) Two boxers fight in a dingy arena.

	“Top Gun: Maverick” - (Mystery) The hero taps a calendar date with the words “Mach 9” written inside one day.

	“Ironman” - (Conflict) A billionaire CEO in a business suit rides in a military convoy in Afghanistan.

	“The Hangover” - (Mystery) On the day of his wedding, a groom calls his friend’s fiancé to say they lost the groom during his bachelor’s party.



Notice that the two most common ways to grab attention in the beginning of a scene (and an entire story) is to create conflict or introduce a mystery. Conflict shows an external battle between people that makes us want to know who will win. Mystery shows something unusual happening that makes us want to know what’s going on.

In “Ironman,” the opening scene shows the hero (Tony Stark) riding in a military convoy in Afghanistan. With so many heavily armed soldiers, this scene hints at conflict and then delivers it when the convoy gets ambushed. Now we want to know what will happen to Tony Stark after he’s wounded and captured.

In “The Hangover,” the opening scene shows the hero calling his friend’s fiancé to let her know that they lost Doug in Las Vegas during his bachelor’s party five hours before he’s supposed to get married. Now we want to know how they lost Doug and whether they’ll get him to his wedding on time.

Both conflict and mystery make us want to know:


	What’s going on?

	What will happen next?

	Will the hero resolve this initial problem?



In “Ironman,” this is how the opening scene poses these three questions:


	What’s going on? - What’s going to happen to Tony Stark after he’s wounded and captured?

	What will happen next? - Once he’s captured, how will Tony Stark get away?

	Will the hero resolve this initial problem? - Who ambushed Tony Stark’s convoy and why?



In “The Hangover,” this is how the opening scene poses these three questions:


	What’s going on? - How did the hero lose his friend Doug at his own bachelor’s party in Las Vegas?

	What will happen next? - Now that Doug is missing and only has five hours to get to his wedding, what will the hero do to find Doug?

	Will the hero resolve this initial problem? - How will the hero find and get Doug to his wedding on time?



Conflict makes us want to know who will win. Mystery makes us want to know what’s going on. Every conflict contains a bit of mystery and every mystery contains a bit of conflict.

In “Ironman,” the conflict appears when unknown people attack the military convoy, but the mystery is why is Tony Stark in Afghanistan, who attacked him, and what are they going to do with him after they capture him?

In “The Hangover,” the mystery is where is the hero’s friend, Doug, and can they find and get him to his wedding on time? The conflict occurs between the hero and his friend’s fiancé as the hero must try to calm down his friend’s fiancé from panicking.

Conflict and mystery are two keys to grabbing attention. Both conflict and mystery can work for the beginning of any scene whether it’s the opening scene, a middle scene, or the ending scene. If you want to grab attention, promise a fight (conflict) or make us wonder what’s going on (mystery).


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and examine the opening scene. How does this opening scene pose these three questions?


	What’s going on?

	What will happen next?

	What initial problem does the hero need to resolve?







Holding
 Attention


Once a scene poses conflict or mystery to grab our attention, the scene must now hold our attention. The initial conflict or mystery creates unresolved questions that can hold our attention, but scenes should do more to make sure we don’t look away. To hold our attention, scenes must tease our expectations.

Characters enter every scene with expectations. To hold our attention, scenes should make that expectation seem more and more likely. Now the scene keeps our attention because we want to know if that expectation will be met.

In “Legally Blonde,” an early scene shows the hero (Elle) going to meet her boyfriend for dinner. Just having a girl meet her boyfriend for dinner might sound dull (and it is), so the scene increases the consequences by having Elle believe her boyfriend is going to propose to her. Because she’s so sure her boyfriend will propose to her, Elle has told everyone she knows that she expects her boyfriend will propose over dinner that night.

Now when Elle meets her boyfriend for dinner, she (and the audience) fully expect her boyfriend to propose so we’re waiting to see it happen. As her boyfriend explains why he wanted to meet Elle for dinner, it seems more and more likely that he’s getting ready to propose before the end of the night.

Not only must scenes fool us into thinking a character’s expectations will be met, but to further hold our attention, there’s often a deadline that the scene must meet. Now we’re left wondering:


	Will the hero’s expectations be met?

	Will this happen before a deadline?



As the story goes on, we fear that the hero’s expectations will not be met or that this expectation could be met if it wasn’t for a deadline that increases the risk of failure. In “Top Gun: Maverick,” there’s a scene where the hero wants to fly an experimental airplane to Mach 10, but a high-ranking official has cancelled the program. However, the hero realizes if he can take off before the high-ranking official arrives to officially shut the program down, there’s a chance he can still reach Mach 10.

This scene uses a time deadline to hold our attention as we wonder if the hero will be able to take off before the high-ranking official arrives. In the “Legally Blonde” scene, the expectation is that the hero’s boyfriend will propose and the deadline is that he needs to propose before they finish dinner. When using deadlines, just barely beating the deadline is far more compelling than beating the deadline way in advance.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and examine any scene. What expectation holds your attention to find out if it’s met or not? If there’s a deadline, how does an approaching deadline also hold your attention?





Intensify
 Emotions


Grabbing and holding attention is always the first priority of a scene by teasing expectations and increasing tension with a deadline. The second priority of a scene is to intensive emotions. People enjoy stories because they want to feel an emotional rush whether from excitement through an action story, fear from a horror story, laughter from a comedic story, or love from a romance story.

Whatever type of story you're creating, you must constantly give the audience a memorable emotion in every scene. Any scene lacking emotion will be far less interesting than the exact same scene infused with a strong emotion.

While a comedy should mostly be funny and a horror story mostly invoke fear and dread, all types of stories offer multiple emotions in various scenes. A comedy occasionally emphasizes drama or romance while a horror story may introduce a bit of comedy or action thrills. The point is that any strong emotion that fits your story is better than no emotion at all.

To make the audience feel emotion, the characters within a scene must feel emotion and that stems from conflict.

Conflict lets an audience experience emotion through the hero. To fully empathize with any character, audiences must understand:


	The character’s goal

	The obstacles (and people) in the way

	The consequences of failure



If a character wants a glass of water, that’s a boring goal. However, if a character wants a glass of water because someone is forcing them to march through a desert until they die from lack of water, that’s far more interesting.

There’s a clear goal (get a drink of water), there’s a clear obstacle (someone is forcing a character to march through the desert without water), and there are clear consequences for failing to get the goal (dying from lack of water). When we know what a character wants, what’s stopping that character, and what consequences the character might suffer, we’ll empathize with that character even if we don’t necessarily like them.

Emotion in any scene comes from conflict. Conflict means characters must battle someone, their environment, or even themselves. That could be nature (such as trying to rescue boys from a flooded cave in “Thirteen Lives”), a creature (such as trying to fight a shark in “Jaws”), or a person (such as “The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly” where one cowboy is force marching another through the desert until he dies from lack of water).

Conflict holds our attention because we want to know who will win. Conflict also intensifies emotions by framing that conflict within a specific story genre. Anything, even a life or death struggle, can be framed within different emotions as follows:


	“Alien” (Horror) - A desperate starship crew battles an intelligent monster that has acid for blood.

	“Ghostbusters” (Comedy) - A group of men, dismissed as quacks, must battle ghosts and a giant marshmallow man to save New York.

	“Top Gun: Maverick” (Action) - A fighter pilot must lead a squadron to destroy a nuclear reactor in a hostile country while dealing with his guilt from seeing his navigator die from an accident.

	“The Fault in Our Stars” (Romance) - Two cancer patients fall in love but tragedy strikes when one of them finally dies.

	“127 Hours” (Drama) - A man, trapped in a canyon, must find a way out before he runs out of water and dies.



Most stories embody multiple emotions, but the story genre defines the primary emotion. Then any secondary emotions provide contrast and variety. Table 1 lists different story genres and their primary emotion.


[image: Story genre emotions]


Table 1. Story genres created specific emotions.



The primary emotion defines the story’s genre. The secondary emotion defines how that story is told. To understand the difference, consider a story told as a comedy horror compared to a story told as a horror comedy.

“Ghostbusters” is a comedy horror story. That means it’s a comedy told through horror where the majority of the scenes emphasize comedy with occasional scenes that only emphasize horror.

In the opening scene of “Ghostbusters,” a librarian walks through an empty library as mysterious events occur around her such as a card catalog opening by itself. At the end of this scene, the librarian sees something, faces the camera, and screams in terror. This scene solely emphasizes horror.

Then the following scene shows the hero testing a young male and female for psychic abilities. Because he’s attracted to the young woman, he deliberately lies about the woman’s results so he can compliment and flirt with her. To get rid of the man so he can be alone with the woman, he lies about the man’s results to drive him away by repeatedly electrocuting him with increasingly painful shocks. This scene emphasizes the comedy of the overall story.

On the other hand, “Ready or Not” is a horror comedy story. That means it’s a horror story told through comedy where the majority of its scenes emphasize horror with occasional scenes that include comedy within the horror setting.

In the opening scene of “Ready or Not,” hooded characters hunt a man through a mansion until they catch him to (presumably) kill him. That scene emphasizes horror as the man begs for his life as these hooded characters drag him away.

In a later scene, a group of people trying to kill the hero argue among themselves. One woman complains that she doesn’t know how to use a crossbow and accidentally fires it, shooting another woman right through the mouth. Rather than react with horror (as we might expect in real life), these people continue arguing among themselves, completely ignoring the dead woman with an arrow through her head. This scene emphasizes humor using horror.

“Ghostbusters” is a comedy told with horror elements that are made humorous, but at its heart, it’s meant to make us laugh. On the other hand, “Ready or Not” is a horror story told with comedic elements that alternates between scaring us and making us laugh.

The story genre defines the overall story emotion. Then the secondary emotion shapes how that story genre is told. By combining a story genre (primary emotion) with a secondary emotion, you can create different types of stories:


	Romantic comedy (“Pretty Woman”) - A man hires a prostitute and falls in love with her.

	Romantic drama (“Brokeback Mountain”) - Two men fall in love but must hide their relationship until one man is killed so they can never be together again.

	Action comedy (“Pulp Fiction”) - The lives of two hit men, a boxer, an organized crime boss and his wife, all change over the course of a few days.

	Comedy action (“Mr. and Mrs. Smith”) - A couple fears their marriage is breaking up, only to discover each of them is an assassin who has been hired to kill the other one.



Evoking strong emotions in every scene can further keep and hold attention. The stronger the emotion, the greater the interest. Therefore every scene must create strong emotions that reflect the primary and/or secondary emotions of the overall story.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify its genre, which defines its primary emotion. Then identify the secondary emotion that defines how the story is told.

Now identify a scene from that same movie that reflects its primary emotion based on the story genre. Identify a scene from that same movie that reflects its secondary emotion. Can you identify a scene that evokes an emotion that is not the primary or secondary emotion?





Summary



Scenes must grab and hold attention, create an emotional experience for the audience, and entice them to stick around for the next scene. Telling a story is the secondary purpose of a scene. Giving an audience a compelling emotional experience is the primary purpose of every scene.

Remember, a chain is only as strong as its weakest link. Likewise, a story is only as strong as its weakest scene so make sure every scene is as strong as possible. When every scene in your story grabs and holds someone’s attention, gives them an emotional experience, and lures them into the next scene, your overall story will be just as fascinating and entertaining as well.
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SHAPING SCENES WITH AN INITIAL PROBLEM











E
 very story begins with an initial problem or question that only gets resolved in the end. Introducing this initial problem can grab an audience’s attention. Then the end must resolve this initial problem so for the entire story, we’re waiting to find the answer.

Stories can fall apart in multiple ways. First, they can fail to pose an initial problem. When stories fail to pose an initial problem, audiences have no idea what’s going on or why they should care about the story.

Second, stories can pose an initial problem and then fail to answer it. This creates an unsatisfactory ending. Audiences wait for the entire story to get the answer to the initial problem, and then wind up with no answers whatsoever.

Third, stories can pose an initial problem and answer it in the end, but every scene in between the beginning and the end fails to work towards resolving the initial problem.

In “Gravity,” the initial problem is that an astronaut gets stranded in space after debris destroys the space station and a space shuttle. Then the end resolves this problem by showing how the astronaut finally gets back to Earth.

Since the initial problem is getting stranded in space and the resolution is to safely land on Earth, every scene in between must work towards getting the astronaut one step closer to the final goal (getting safely back to Earth). This creates a focused story that constantly moves towards the resolution in the end.

Yet what if there was a scene where the astronaut was trying to decide which fellow astronaut she wanted to marry? Or another scene where the astronaut was worried about changing careers and getting accepted into Harvard law school? What about a scene where the astronaut is thinking about different ways to help her niece deal with a drug addiction?

Obviously those types of scenes would distract from the initial problem of “Gravity,” which is for the astronaut to get back home safely. Stories fail when every scene doesn’t work towards resolving the initial problem. Therefore, the sole purpose of every scene is to work towards solving the initial problem by the end.


Exercise:
 Pick a mediocre movie and identify the initial problem posed in the beginning and the resolution to this problem in the end. (Hint: Many mediocre movies are bad precisely because they fail to define an initial problem.)

Pick several scenes at random. Do the problems in each scene work towards solving the initial problem? (Hint: Many mediocre movies are bad precisely because many scenes fail to work towards solving the initial problem.)

Pick a favorite movie and identify the initial problem posed in the beginning and the resolution to this problem in the end. Now pick several scenes at random. How do the problems in each scene work towards solving the initial problem and lead towards the resolution in the end?





Identifying
 the Physical Goal and the Character Flaw


Every story must pose an initial problem that gets resolved by the end. Every initial problem consists of two parts:


	A physical goal

	A character flaw



The physical goal is easy to see. Either the hero gets it or fails to get it. In “Little Miss Sunshine,” the hero dreams of competing in a beauty pageant. That means she either competes or she doesn’t.

However, a story must be more than just a physical goal. Every physical goal should be hard enough to achieve, but what makes any physical goal even tougher is the character flaw that the hero must overcome. Until the hero changes emotionally, they can never achieve the physical goal. Overcoming a character flaw forces the hero to change and that creates the greatest emotional impact of the story.

Physical goals must be:


	A massive challenge with horrible consequences for failing

	A goal that directly challenges the hero’s character flaw



In “The King’s Speech,” the hero must give a speech. To make this goal even harder, the hero must not only give a speech to the entire nation of England, but he must do it during wartime to inspire his countrymen to fight against Nazi Germany. Failure means not only personal humiliation but the potential loss of his entire country.

To make this physical goal even harder to achieve, the hero stutters (character flaw). Now the hero must learn how to speak clearly in front of millions of people with the fate of his country resting on his speech.

In “Soul,” the hero wants to become a jazz musician. To make this goal even harder, the hero dies. Now the only way he can achieve his goal is to return his soul back into his body.

To make this physical goal even harder to achieve, the hero must overcome his own obsession with jazz (character flaw) and help a lost soul learn about the wonders of life while learning about them at the same time.

In “Rocky,” the hero must fight, but not in just any boxing match. He has to fight for the heavyweight championship of the world in front of millions of fans on national TV.

To make this physical goal even harder to achieve, the hero must overcome his own feeling of being a washed up, over the hill bum who has never achieved anything worthwhile in his entire life (character flaw). The only way to overcome his own negative beliefs about himself is to put up the best fight possible.

Physical goals must be huge with massive consequences if the hero should fail. Not only must the hero overcome physical obstacles, but the hero must also overcome his or her own character flaw that makes achieving the physical goal even harder.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the physical goal the hero wants to achieve. Why would this physical goal be hard for anyone to achieve? What character flaw makes achieving this physical goal even harder for the hero? What horrible consequences would occur if the hero fails?





Every Scene Challenges
 the Physical Goal and the Character Flaw


Once you know the physical goal that the hero wants to achieve (defined by the initial problem and its resolution in the end) and the character flaw the hero must overcome, you automatically know the conflict in every scene throughout the story.

Every scene must do one (or both) of the following:


	Bring the hero closer to achieving the eventual resolution to the initial problem posed in the beginning.

	Force the hero into either holding on to the character flaw or changing the character flaw.



In “Alien,” the hero’s initial problem is to figure out why the starship’s computer woke them up early before they reached Earth. Then by the end, she realizes that the computer wanted to bring back the alien alive without concern for the crew’s lives.

So each scene brings the hero closer to realizing this fact. In an early scene, the hero learns that the signal they originally thought was an SOS is actually a warning. Then in another scene, the hero refuses to open the airlock doors to bring in the crew member with an alien wrapped around his face. However, the science officer opens the airlock doors anyway, violating her direct orders along with quarantine rules.

Only later does the hero finally learn that the corporation wants to bring the alien back alive to study it, and that the entire crew is considered expendable. Each scene brings the hero away from ignorance and closer to full knowledge of the corporation’s plan.

In “It’s a Wonderful Life,” the hero’s initial problem is that he wants to leave his small town and have an adventure, but by the end he realizes being surrounded by friends is far more valuable than even money. His character flaw is that he thinks he needs money and an adventure out of his small town to enjoy life.

In one scene, the hero is about to leave on his honeymoon when he notices a run on the savings and loan. Now he’s torn between leaving his town or using his honeymoon money to keep the savings and loan alive. Notice that the hero has a choice between getting what he wants (keeping his money and leaving his small town) or giving up his money and any chance to leave his small town, even for a honeymoon. The tug-of-war between leaving his small town and keeping his money, or staying in his small town and not having any money is the dilemma the hero faces in every scene.

In another scene, the villain offers the hero a job. Initially the hero is tempted by the large salary, which would mean he could also afford to leave his small town. Then he realizes that doing so will allow the villain to hurt others, so the hero chooses to turn down the high paying job and remain poor in the small town instead.

The purpose of every scene is to move the hero closer to solving the initial problem and force the hero to constantly choose between a dilemma. In both cases, the hero gradually moves closer to solving the initial problem and choosing the dilemma option that offers short-term pain in exchange for long-term happiness.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the initial problem and its resolution in the end. Pick a scene at random and examine how this scene moves the hero closer to the initial problem resolution.

Identify the hero’s character flaw and pick a scene at random. How does this scene force the hero into a dilemma that involves holding on to a character flaw or overcoming it?





Summary



Scenes exist for two purposes. One, they bring the hero closer to solving the initial problem posed in the beginning. Two, they force the hero into a dilemma, forcing them to choose the short-term benefits of the character flaw at the expense of long-term happiness, or embracing short-term pain in exchange for long-term happiness.

Scenes that bring the hero closer to resolving the initial problem may seem vague initially but make perfect sense in hindsight.

Scenes that force a hero into a dilemma gradually push the hero towards overcoming their character flaw. Sometimes progress may move forward, sometimes it may stop, and sometimes it may appear to go backwards.

By constantly moving the hero closer to resolving the initial problem or overcoming a character flaw by forcing a choice in a dilemma, scenes keep the story moving towards its inevitable conclusion.

If a scene doesn’t affect the hero by getting closer to resolving the initial problem or overcoming a character flaw, that scene doesn’t belong. Keeping every scene focused on resolving the initial problem or overcoming a character flaw helps create a sharply focused story.
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THE THEME











E
 very story needs a clear, physical problem that the hero needs to resolve. The bulk of the story emphasizes preparing the hero to resolve this problem. Only after learning various lessons can the hero finally be ready for the last challenge in the end. By framing the initial physical or emotional problem, its resolution, and the underlying theme, you can define the entire framework for your story.

The hero’s character flaw shapes the story’s theme. Whatever the hero must do to overcome his or her character flaw, that’s the story theme. By combining the initial physical/emotional problem, its resolution, and the theme, you can define the overall structure of a story as shown in the following movies:

“Beauty and the Beast”


	Initial problem: A prince gets cursed by an enchantress for being selfish and uncaring.

	Resolution: The prince finally falls in love with the hero and breaks the spell.

	Theme: “Love is about caring for another person instead of just yourself.”






“Titanic”



	Initial problem: The hero (Rose) feels she has no control over her life.

	Resolution: The hero realizes that she can take control of her life.

	Theme: “You can live the life you want.”






“Soul”



	Initial problem: The hero (Joe) wants to be a professional jazz musician.

	Resolution: The hero becomes a jazz musician, but also gains an appreciate for the little things in life.

	Theme: “You can achieve your dreams, but don’t forget to enjoy the journey to your dream as well.”



The initial physical/emotional problem and its resolution defines where the story begins and where it’s going to end. Then the theme helps shape how the hero will change based on his or her character flaw.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the initial physical and emotional problem that the story poses. Then identify how that initial physical and emotional problem gets resolved.

What is the hero’s character flaw? How does this character flaw define the story’s theme? Notice that the initial physical and emotional problems and their resolution are clear, the theme can be easily identified based on the hero’s character flaw.

Now pick a mediocre movie. Does it define a clear, initial physical and emotional problem? Does it offer a clear resolution to this initial physical and emotional problem? Is there a theme that the hero eventually adopts to overcome their character flaw? If not, that’s a huge clue that the mediocre movie is mediocre because it’s lacking a clear physical and emotional problem, a satisfying resolution, and an underlying theme that ties together every conflict in the story.





Write
 the Opening and Ending Scenes First


Many writers make the huge mistake of trying to write a screenplay from start to finish in a linear fashion. This guarantees problems because in the beginning, you aren’t clear what details need to appear in the end. That means you’ll have to modify the beginning eventually so it matches up with the end.

Rather than write linearly from beginning to end, write scenes out of order by focusing on the major scenes first. The two most important scenes to create are the opening scene that introduces the hero along with their unresolved physical and emotional problem, and the ending scene that shows if the hero resolved these physical and emotional problems.

The opening scene that introduces the hero foreshadows the ending scene so it’s important that everything introduced in the opening scene plays a role in the ending scene. Study mediocre movies and you’ll notice how the opening scene contains information that plays no part in the end. Then study great movies and notice how the opening scene packs in information necessary to create a satisfying conclusion at the end.

This is how the opening and ending scenes of “Back to the Future” work by introducing the hero, Marty:


[image: Matching opening and ending scenes]


Table 2. Matching opening and ending scenes.



By knowing the end, it’s easy to write the opening scenes because you know where the story is going. If you don’t know what happens in the end, you can’t write an effective opening scene without major rewriting after you finally do write the ending.

To save yourself from wasting time, define the ending first. Once you know what happens in the end, you can then go back and write a more effective opening scene that matches the ending. Without matching the ending, an opening scene risks containing irrelevant information that has no bearing on the story and simply distracts from the main story.

There are two types of details that the opening scenes must foreshadow in the end:


	Specific details

	Mirror image actions



Specific details represent items or actions that are important in the end. In “Back to the Future,” one minor detail is that the hero wishes he could own a fancy truck. Then after he’s changed the future, he discovers his parents have bought him that same truck that’s in the garage for him.

A more important specific detail from “Back to the Future” involves the Save the Clock organization that gives the hero a flyer detailing the exact moment when lightning hit a clock. That information about the lightning is what the hero needs in the end to power the time machine and send him back to his own time.

Mirror image actions occur when the ending shows the opposite from the beginning. In “Back to the Future,” the hero gets rejected from playing guitar at the school dance. Then in the end, he has to fill in for the band’s guitarist so his parents can dance and kiss.

Another mirror image action scene occurs in the beginning when the hero searches for Doc at his home. Then in the end, that same action gets repeated when the hero searches for Doc at the shopping mall parking lot right before he gets gunned down by terrorists.

By knowing what happens in the end, you can plant specific details in the opening scene that’s important in the end. By knowing the actions the hero needs to take in the end, you know what similar actions the hero needs to take in the beginning.

Once you know your ending, you automatically know your beginning (and vice versa). The opening and ending act like bookends to frame your entire story. Get the opening and ending scenes to match and you’re on the way to creating a well-structured story. Fail to match the opening scene with the ending scene and you’ll risk creating an unfocused, disjointed, and ultimately unsatisfying story before you’ve even started writing.


Exercise:
 Pick a mediocre movie and examine the opening and ending scenes. How much does information in the opening scene play a role in the ending scene?

Pick a favorite movie and examine the opening and ending scenes. Is there any important information in the opening scene that never plays any type of role in the ending scenes?





Defining
 the Emotional Dilemma


Every great story needs a theme. That’s because action by itself means nothing. We only care about action when the consequences of any action affect the emotional problems of the hero. With physical action, we want to know what will happen next. With emotional problems, we want to know what action characters will take to deal with their emotional problems.

In “Top Gun: Maverick,” the physical action involves jet fighters dogfighting and dropping bombs on simulated targets. While interesting to watch, what’s far more important is how these physical actions affect the underlying emotional problems that the hero must solve.

In the beginning, the hero (Maverick) must deal with the guilt of his best friend and navigator dying in an accident that he still feels responsible for. Now that guilt appears personified as his best friend’s son, nicknamed Rooster, appears as one of the pilots the hero must train. Even worse, Rooster blames the hero for holding him back from the naval academy.

So the emotional problem is that the hero must win the respect of Rooster. However, if he sends Rooster on this dangerous mission, he risks getting him killed. If he refuses to send Rooster on this dangerous mission, Rooster will think the hero is trying to hold him back again and that will slam the door shut on any possible reconciliation.

The physical action exists to amplify the emotional dilemma. In “Legally Blonde,” the emotional dilemma revolves around whether the hero will learn to stand up for herself as a strong woman or allow herself to be dependent on a man as a sex object.

Initially the hero wants to be dependent on a man but when her boyfriend dumps her, she gets into the same law school in an attempt to win him back. At first, law school appears too much for the hero as she’s ostracized by her classmates. When she starts doing well in her law classes, she demonstrates that she’s capable of being a strong, independent woman.

Then her law professor hints that she can pass his class by sleeping with him, making the hero feel like she’s nothing but a sex object again. Only after she wins her court case does she realize she doesn’t need to be dependent on any man since she finally realizes she’s a strong woman after all.

The four-part progression for the hero looks like this:


	Hero’s initial emotional problem

	Hero achieves partial success

	Hero’s life seems to fall completely apart

	Hero confronts greatest challenge and succeeds



This is how this four-part progression works in different movies:




“Top Gun: Maverick”



	Hero’s initial problem - Feels guilt over his best friend’s death, but now must work with his best friend’s son.

	Hero achieves partial success - Turns his pilots into a team and gains Rooster’s respect but not forgiveness.

	Hero’s life seems to fall completely apart - Hero is grounded and taken off the teaching mission, which means he may never get a chance to win over Rooster.

	Hero confronts greatest challenge and succeeds - Sacrifices himself to save Rooster’s life and in return, Rooster saves his life, and they both manage to get back home together.

	Character flaw: Feels guilt over his best friend’s death.






“Legally Blonde”



	Hero’s initial problem - Thinks she needs to be dependent on a man.

	Hero achieves partial success - Gets into law school by herself and then starts doing well enough to be successful, but she still hasn’t won back her ex-boyfriend.

	Hero’s life seems to fall completely apart - Gets involved in a court case working with her professor, but then learns her professor considers her a sex object and tempts her to be dependent on him to pass his class.

	Hero confronts greatest challenge and succeeds - Takes on her first court case and wins by showing she’s a strong, independent woman.

	Character flaw: Doesn’t trust herself as a strong, independent woman.






“Soul”



	Hero’s initial problem - Thinks being a jazz musician will make his life perfect and wonderful.

	Hero achieves partial success - Finally achieves his dream of being in a jazz band, but then he dies.

	Hero’s life seems to fall completely apart - Returns to Earth and succeeds as a jazz musician, but then realizes that his life still feels empty.

	Hero confronts greatest challenge and succeeds - Helps his friend go to Earth as a new soul and is given a second chance to live again, which makes him appreciate everything in life, not just jazz.

	Character flaw: Focused so much on jazz that he’s ignoring other ways to enjoy life.



Notice that watching the hero struggle to deal with an emotional dilemma is what makes stories interesting, not the physical action. The physical action simply highlights the emotional dilemma. Thus the emotional dilemma forces the hero into an apparent paradox:


	Cling to the old way of life

	Embrace a new way of life



Clinging to the old way of life may be safe and easy, but it guarantees the hero will never achieve their unresolved dream for a better life. Despite this, the old way of life looks comfortable because it’s familiar.

Embracing a new way of life represents uncertainty and fear. To get this new way of life, the hero fears abandoning the old way of life and thus risk having nothing. By abandoning the old way of life, the hero has no guarantee of getting a new way of life. So fear and uncertainty keep the hero afraid of this new way of life despite its appeal.

All physical problems must force the hero to choose between these two choices. The solution, which the hero won’t realize until the end, is to hold on to the best features of the old way of life and still embrace the new way of life. That means taking a chance and trusting in themselves with no guarantee of success.

What stops the hero initially is that he or she thinks they have to change completely by either embracing their character flaw or the opposite of their character flaw. That’s the dilemma that stumps the hero.

The reality is that the hero does not need to choose one option or the other. Instead, the hero can only solve the dilemma by choosing the best of both options. That means every hero starts off with:


	A useful skill

	A negative outlook about life



To change, the hero must replace their negative outlook about life (character flaw) with a more empowering outlook on life. This is how this works in the following movies:




“Top Gun: Maverick”



	Useful skill: Dogfighting

	Negative outlook: Thinks he has to protect his friend’s son by keeping him out of trouble

	New positive outlook: Teaches his friend’s son skills so he can protect himself






“Legally Blonde”



	Useful skill: Smart and attractive

	Negative outlook: Thinks she needs a man

	New positive outlook: Realizes she can still be smart and attractive while still being strong enough on her own






“Soul”



	Useful skill: Piano playing skill

	Negative outlook: Thinks he can only be happy if he’s a professional jazz musician

	New positive outlook: Realizes there’s more to life than just jazz



A theme gives meaning to the physical action by constantly forcing the hero to confront their character flaw or negative outlook on life. This lets them gradually see how their character flaw is holding them back. When the hero finally conquers their character flaw, the story ends.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the character flaw in the hero. How does the hero embrace a new outlook on life that replaces this character flaw?

Identify a useful skill the hero already possesses in the beginning. How does the hero use this useful skill combined with a new outlook on life to triumph in the end?





Every Scene Challenges
 the Hero’s Character Flaw


The story’s theme simply describes the hero’s fate at the end of the story. When a hero changes for the better, that creates a happy ending. When the hero fails to change or changes for the worse, that creates a tragedy.

In “Liar Liar,” the hero is a lawyer who lies all the time, but when his son makes a magic wish so he will tell the truth all the time, he eventually learns the theme: “Honesty is the best policy.“

On the other hand in “The Godfather,” the hero tries to stay out of his family’s organized crime business but eventually takes over and becomes the new godfather. That proves the story’s theme that: “Your family shapes who you are.”

Every scene needs conflict that pulls the hero back towards the old way of life or pushes the hero towards a new way of life. In most stories, the hero becomes a better person by embracing a new way of life. In tragedies like “The Godfather,” the hero succumbs to a new way of life that’s morally worse than his old way of life.

The hero responds to conflict through action that demonstrates one of the following:


	By helping others

	By taking action to overcome their character flaw without even realizing it



To help others, the hero must find others who exhibit identical (or nearly identical) character flaws. Then the hero helps other people overcome those character flaws, which helps the hero gradually learn to overcome their own character flaw as well.

More surprising is that by taking action to help themselves, the hero starts overcoming their character flaw even though they don’t realize it. This combination of helping others change and changing themselves unconsciously helps the hero gradually change over time.

In “Legally Blonde,” the hero’s character flaw is that she doesn’t believe she’s strong enough as a woman so she keeps thinking she needs a man. Yet she unconsciously proves to herself that she doesn’t need a man when she gets herself into Harvard law school to chase after her ex-boyfriend.

Once she’s in law school, she helps a fellow student get a date and also helps her hairdresser get the attention of the UPS deliveryman. In both cases, she helps someone else get over their fear of not being good enough, not realizing that that’s the exact same lesson she herself must learn.

In “Star Wars,” the hero’s character flaw is that he doesn’t trust himself. Yet when he wakes up and finds out R2D2 has escaped, he doesn’t hesitate to rush out to find him. When he’s later trapped inside the Death Star, he doesn’t hesitate to rescue Princess Leia when he realizes she’s going to be executed.

Then he convinces Han Solo to help him and in the process, helps Han learn to care less about money and care more about doing the right thing. By helping others and unconsciously helping themselves, the hero gradually changes over time.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify an early scene when the hero actually exhibits the character trait he or she will finally adopt in the end. Identify one or more characters who the hero helps achieve the eventual goal they themselves finally adopt in the end.





Summary



The best stories are not about more physical action but more emotion underlying all the physical action. Every scene must highlight the hero’s dilemma in clinging to an old way of life while being pulled towards embracing a new way of life. Sometimes the hero embraces the new way of life and sometimes the hero regresses back to the old way of life.

The hero’s change occurs gradually. First, the hero feels stuck in a dilemma. Second, the hero partially finds a way to seemingly overcome this dilemma. Third, the hero’s life falls completely apart by holding on to the old way of life. Fourth, the hero finally adopts the new way of life.

Emotional dilemmas form the underlying foundation of stories. The hero needs to combine their original useful skill with a new outlook on life. This combination of their existing, useful skill and new outlook on life allows the hero to triumph in the end. Without an emotional dilemma that defines a story’s theme, you literally don’t have the basis for telling a good story.
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PROBLEMS MOVE THE STORY FORWARD











Y
 ou may have watched a three hour movie and wondered where the time went since the story grabbed and held your attention from start to finish. Then you might have seen a much shorter 90 minute movie that seemed to drag on forever because the story seemed to drag with no direction or purpose.

The difference between a three hour movie feeling like it went by so fast and a 90 minute movie feeling like it dragged on forever is how scenes in each story works. In a boring story, scenes aren’t connected in any way. When one scene ends, there’s no suspense of what might happen next. Poorly written scenes exist more like a series of complete short stories that have no relation to one another, which makes it easy to stop paying attention.

Well written scenes act more like inter-related, incomplete stories. Each scene tells a mini-story but raises a problem or question that the scene refuses to answer. To find the answer to this problem or question, audiences must wait for the next scene. Before this next scene resolves this problem or question, it raises a new problem or question.

By constantly raising new problems and questions, scenes keep us spell bound waiting for the answer.


	Problems keep raising the stakes for the hero to overcome.

	Questions create a mystery that makes us wonder how the hero can solve it.



Here’s how problems keep the story moving forward in “Alien”:


	An alien face hugger has latched on to the face of a crew member. The problem is how to save the crew member.

	An alien bursts out of the chest of the crew member and escapes. Now the problem is how to capture the alien.

	The alien has grown bigger and is killing the crew members. Now the problem is how to trap this bigger alien and kill it.

	The alien has killed all the crew members except for the hero. Now the problem is how to get to the escape shuttle to get away from the alien.

	The alien is in the escape shuttle. Now the problem is how to kill it once and for all.



Here’s how questions keep the story moving forward in “Alien”:


	A passing starship has received a strange signal from a planet. The question is what is the source of this signal and what does it mean?

	The alien gets loose in the ship and starts killing crew members. The question is how can they stop the alien?

	The science officer doesn’t have any answers for how to deal with the alien and the hero gets suspicious. The question is what is the science officer hiding?

	The hero escapes the starship in an escape shuttle and blows up the starship. The question is did she kill the alien?



Problems give characters a specific, physical goal to pursue. In “Harold and Maude,” the hero’s mother is fed up with the hero and plans to send him to the military. Now the hero’s problem is how can he avoid getting sent to the military?

Questions create a mystery to solve, so the hero must find or wait for an answer. In “Top Gun: Maverick,” all the best Top Gun pilots meet in a bar and one pilot asks, “We’re the best there is. Who are they going to get to teach us?” That question gets resolved the next day at their first training session when all the Top Gun pilots meet the hero (Maverick).

By constantly posing problems and questions, stories can hold an audience’s attention from one scene to the next. If a scene does not end with a problem or a question, that scene should be rewritten or eliminated altogether.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and choose a scene at random. Does the scene pose a problem that can only be resolved in a later scene? Does the scene ask a question that can only be answered in a later scene?

Watch a deleted scene from a favorite movie or read a deleted scene from the screenplay of a favorite movie. Did this deleted scene end with a problem or a question? If so, was this problem or question introduced in another scene instead, making the deleted scene redundant and unnecessary?





Every Story’s
 First Unresolved Question and Problem


Every story defines an initial, unresolved problem. Then the entire story revolves around answering this initial, unresolved problem until the end. Resolving this initial problem often involves a physical and emotional element.

The physical element defines what happens in the end. The emotional element defines how this physical change affects the hero.

A story either introduces a physical element first and then the emotional element, or the emotional element first and then the physical element. This is how different movies introduce these two initial problems:




“WALL-E”



	Emotional problem: Living alone on a desolate Earth, the hero (WALL-E) wants to find someone to love.

	Physical problem: After meeting another robot (Eve), the hero’s goal is to win her affection.






“Legally Blonde”



	Physical problem: The hero wants to get back with her boyfriend.

	Emotional problem: The hero needs to become a strong, independent woman.






“Back to the Future”



	Emotional problem: The hero needs to gain confidence in himself.

	Physical problem: The hero’s father lacks confidence in himself and lets himself be pushed around.






“Avatar”



	Physical problem: The hero wants to walk again.

	Emotional problem: The hero needs to learn to live in harmony with nature.



Act I must introduce a physical and emotional problem for the hero to solve. The physical problem is often easy to identify but the emotional problem is often less obvious. In “Alien,” the physical problem is easy to identify: survive the alien.

However, the hero also faces a subtle emotional problem that’s easy to overlook. Essentially, the hero is the third officer so two men have higher rank (the captain and another officer who first discovers the alien). As a result, the hero’s less obvious emotional problem is that she’s struggling for control as follows:


	In an early scene, the hero goes down to check on the two lowest ranking crew members as they work. These two workers dismiss the hero’s appearance by asking each other, “What’s she doing here?” This subtle idea sets up that the hero may have the official rank of an officer but the other crew members don’t necessarily respect her.

	When the crew tries to bring the face hugging alien on board, the hero refuses to open the air lock, but the science officer ignores her command and opens the air lock anyway. This is another way to show that the hero’s rank isn’t respected by the others.

	Because the science officer refuses to tell the hero what’s going on, the hero has to gain access to the ship’s computer (dubbed Mother) herself. This again shows that the science officer doesn’t respect her rank. That’s when she discovers the true motive of the science officer.

	By the end, the hero is the sole survivor and is finally in control.



Although this emotional problem is far less blatant than in most stories, it’s still there. Without an underlying emotional problem, all the physical action in the world will be meaningless as clearly demonstrated by “Alien 3” and all the other mediocre Alien movies (with the exception of “Aliens.”)


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and study the opening scenes. What is the physical problem the hero must solve? What is the emotional problem the hero must solve? Which problem is introduced first, the physical or emotional problem?





The Emotional Problem
 Must Solve the Physical Problem


The early scenes must define the hero’s physical and emotional problems. Sometimes it’s clear what the physical problem is first and sometimes it’s clear what the emotional problem is first. Whatever order they’re introduced, they’re related in some way.

No matter what the physical problem might be, it can only be solved by resolving the emotional problem.

In “Back to the Future,” the hero’s initial, unresolved emotional problem is that he lacks confidence in himself. His initial, unresolved physical problem is that his entire family are losers.

The hero’s unresolved emotional problem about lacking confidence in himself first appears when he tries to audition to play at the school dance but gets rejected. Then this problem gets reinforced when the hero tells his girlfriend that he think he’s not good enough.

In the end, this problem gets resolved when he finally plays his guitar at his parents’ school dance. By gaining confidence in himself, he’s helped his parents gain confidence in themselves as well, changing the entire family’s lives.

In “Little Miss Sunshine,” the hero’s physical goal is to compete in the Little Miss Sunshine beauty pageant. Her less obvious, emotional problem is to get her family members to get along. When the hero finally gets to the beauty pageant and starts to perform, the pageant organizers are horrified that she’s doing a strip tease act so they try to get her off the stage, which threatens her physical goal of appearing in the beauty pageant.

The only way the hero can stay on stage is for her entire family to join her on stage and dance with her. By bringing her family together, the hero can stay on stage and fulfill her goal of competing in the beauty pageant.

In “Harold and Maude,” the hero’s initial, unresolved emotional problem is that he fails to find life interesting. His initial, unresolved physical problem is that he feels trapped by his mother (and other people) trying to control his life.

Only after he learns to appreciate and enjoy life from his mentor, Maude, does the hero finally learn about love. As soon as the hero learns the importance of love, can the hero finally embrace life and start to live his own life.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie. What is the physical problem the hero must resolve? What is the emotional problem the hero must resolve? How does the hero resolves the emotional problem? How does resolving the emotional problem allow the hero to resolve the physical problem?





Every Scene Works to
 Resolve the Physical and Emotional Problems


Once a story defines the single physical and emotional problem the hero must resolve, then every scene must constantly work towards resolving this physical and emotional problem until the very end.

If a scene simply showed the hero working towards resolving the physical and emotional problems, that would be boring. To make every scene interesting, scenes must also introduce problems of their own. Each mini-problem forces the hero to take action, but the resolution of each mini-problem never gets resolved within the same scene that the mini-problem first appears.

Instead, one scene introduces a mini-problem and a later scene resolves it. By forcing audiences to wait for the resolution in a later scene, the story holds an audience’s attention from one scene to the next.

Before a scene resolves any mini-problem introduced earlier, it introduces a new mini-problem. That way the audience will remain hooked to find out the resolution of this new mini-problem. Each new mini-problem involve either a need or a want that motivates the hero into taking action.

Each time a story raises a new problem, it creates tension. Each new, unsolved problems acts like an additional strand of rope that ties us tighter to the story to make us want to know how the hero will solve this new problem. The more unresolved problems, the greater the tension, much like a juggler throwing more and more items in the air without dropping any of them.

This is how a constant stream of problems keeps the story moving in “Back to the Future”:


	Initial, unresolved emotional problem: The hero, Marty, lacks confidence in himself

	Marty wants to help his friend, Doc, film a mysterious experiment (time travel)

	Marty wants his dad to be more confident and stand up for himself (initial, unresolved physical problem)

	Marty needs to escape terrorists and he does so by escaping in the time machine

	Trapped in the past, Marty accidentally keeps his mother and father from meeting so now he needs to make sure they meet so he can be born

	Marty needs a power source to send him back to the future, and that’s the lightning strike on the church steeple, so Marty needs to capture that power at that exact moment so he can go home

	Marty concocts a plan to get his father to “rescue” his mother as a way to meet her

	When Marty’s plan fails, he gets locked in the trunk of a car and needs to get out

	Marty needs to fill in for the guitarist to get his mother and father to dance together

	Marty needs to drive the time machine under a wire at the exact moment the lightning strikes

	After a tree disconnects the cable, Marty needs to help Doc reconnect the cable

	After getting back to his own time, Marty needs to save Doc from the terrorists

	Answer to initial, unresolved emotional problem: By playing guitar at his parents’ school dance, he gains confidence in himself, changing his family’s entire lives in the process, resolving the initial, unresolved physical problem



Facing new problems and solving them not only keeps a story moving, but also gradually shows the hero learning new skills that will help overcome the villain in the end. Problems should meet these criteria:


	Force the hero to act now or risk suffering dire consequences.

	Force the hero to overcome a mini-problem to get closer to solving the initial, unresolved physical problem.

	Force the hero to choose how to solve mini-problems that are similar to the initial unresolved emotional problem.



Given a choice when facing any problem, a hero can do nothing. However, if the hero does nothing, he or she will suffer catastrophic consequences, which means the hero must react to get closer to resolving the initial, unresolved physical problem. How the hero reacts depends entirely on the hero’s initial, unresolved emotional problem. Every problem essentially forces the hero to confront the initial, unresolved emotional problem over and over again.

In “Back to the Future,” the hero’s initial emotional problem is that he lacks confidence in himself. Thus every problem reflects this lack of confidence either in himself or in his father. Look at how one problem in “Back to the Future” forces the hero to act:


	Problem: Marty needs to get his father and mother together after he accidentally kept them from meeting.

	Dire consequences: If he fails to get his mother and father together, he’ll never be born.

	Relation to hero’s own emotional problem: Just as Marty lacks confidence in himself, he must convince his father to overcome his own lack of confidence in himself.




Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the initial, unresolved physical and emotional problem that the hero must resolve. Now pick any scene in the middle of the story. How does that scene force the hero to resolve a problem that moves the hero closer to resolving the initial physical problem? How does that scene challenge the hero to face his or her own emotional problem?





Summary



Every scene must move the hero closer (or sometimes further) from resolving the initial physical problem and the initial emotional problem. If a scene fails to move the hero closer or further away from resolving the initial physical and emotional problems, that scene likely isn’t needed because it will slow down the pace of the story.

Imagine a story about a woman who sees a timer to blow up a starship in ten minutes. If every scene showed this woman fleeing towards an escape shuttle, that would make sense. If a scene showed the hero stopping to look a dying man, would that make sense? Because that scene doesn’t bring the hero closer to achieving her g goal of escaping the starship before it blows up, that scene isn’t necessary.

That’s actually a deleted scene in “Alien” when the hero is running to the escape shuttle, but stops to see two crew members cocooned by the alien. The hero stops to talk to one crew member, then decides it’s more merciful to kill the crew member.

However, all this time while she’s looking at these cocooned crew members and talking to one of them, she’s no longer trying to get to the escape shuttle. Because this scene with the cocooned crew members slowed the story pace and disrupted the logic of the hero trying to rush to the escape shuttle before the starship blew up, that scene got deleted from the final movie.

Any scene that fails to move the hero closer towards resolving the initial physical and emotional problem does not belong in the story. Scenes must keep the story moving from start to finish. As long as each scene moves the story closer to the initial, unresolved physical and emotional goal, even the longest story will seem to fly by.

Every scene must move the story closer to the end with increasing urgency. When a series of scenes work together, they create a compelling story from start to finish.











5




DILEMMAS MUST CONSTANTLY CHALLENGE THE HERO











W
 atch any mediocre movie and you’ll notice that they often show nothing but physical change. Bad, mediocre, and forgettable stories all share the same characteristic: the hero never changes emotionally. That means the audience doesn’t change emotionally either. Since audiences want an emotional experience, stories fail when they don’t create a consistent and expected emotional experience from start to finish.

Each story genre defines the emotional expectations. A horror story should scare people while a comedy should make them laugh. An action thriller should be exciting while a mystery should get people interested in spotting clues to solve a puzzle. Since the audience experience emotions through the actions of a hero, the story’s hero must go through an emotional journey that involves changing from one emotional state to another. The more drastic this change, the greater the emotional experience.

In mediocre stories, the hero often remains the same person they were in the beginning as they are in the end. This creates a flat, emotional arc that also creates a flat, emotionless experience for the audience.

In great movies, the hero gradually changes from someone stuck in a dead end life to someone finally emerging as a better person in the end. (In tragedies, the hero starts out living a good life and gradually descends into a worse position.) Since every great movie is about emotional change, every scene in a great movie must also be about emotional change.

“Saving Private Ryan” might seem like a war movie, but it’s really about saving a life. Notice that every problem the hero faces involves taking a chance to save a life. In one scene, the hero has a choice of either avoiding a German machine gun nest (that could ambush other American soldiers) or taking a chance to attack and destroy it at the risk of their own lives. This choice to risk a life to save a life represents the entire story.

“Titanic” might seem like nothing more than a disaster movie showing the sinking of the Titanic, but it’s really about getting away from a dead end life and living life on your terms. In one scene, the hero goes down to the third-class section to dance and be happy, while in the first-class section she feels trapped and miserable. This choice between doing what’s expected of you vs. doing what you want represents the entire story.

“The Shawshank Redemption” might seem like a prison movie, but it’s really about maintaining hope in a seemingly hopeless situation. In one scene, the hero locks himself in a room and plays a record to broadcast music throughout the prison. This choice to bring joy and happiness to his fellow prisoners represents the hope he wants to give others.

Strip away a story’s physical action and identify the story’s emotional meaning, and that’s the exact same emotional dilemma every scene must duplicate. When every major scene reflects the same emotional dilemma, every scene helps create a unified story.

The hero’s emotional state in the opening scene compared to the ending scene defines the two opposite ends of the emotional dilemma that constantly tears the hero apart.

In “Legally Blonde,” the hero’s emotional state in the opening scene is that she feels the need to be dependent on a man for happiness. By the ending scene, the hero has learned to be a strong, independent woman.

Thus the emotional dilemma the hero faces in “Legally Blonde” forces her to choose between:


	Being dependent on a man

	Being independent from a man



In “Harold and Maude,” the hero’s emotional state in the opening is that he feels life is hopeless so he embraces death by faking his own suicide. By the ending scene, the hero has learned to enjoy life and turns away from death. Thus the emotional dilemma the hero must face forces him to choose between:


	Feeling drawn to death

	Understanding the joy of living




Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and study the ending. What emotion does the ending scene emphasize in the hero? This represents the positive change the hero constantly strives for throughout the story.

What emotion does the opening scene introduce about the hero? This represents the negative, dead end life that the hero starts.

Now pick any scene in the middle of the story. How does this scene force the hero into choosing between the negative, dead end, emotional life compared to the positive emotional change?





Creating
 the Emotional Dilemma in a Scene


Most scenes move the hero closer to resolving the initial physical problem. However, some scenes directly challenge the hero’s unresolved emotional problem by forcing the hero into a dilemma. Either the hero chooses the easy option (that will move the hero away from resolving the initial emotional problem) or chooses the harder option (that will move the hero towards resolving the initial emotional problem).

Here’s how this emotional dilemma, based on the story’s theme, works in the following movies:

“Legally Blonde”


	Easy option: Remain dependent on a man for success

	Hard option: Become a strong woman who can succeed without a man



Every problem then forces the hero to choose between remaining dependent on a man or taking charge and becoming a strong woman. If the hero isn’t facing this dilemma herself, she’s helping others overcome this exact same dilemma. Every major scene forces the hero to gradually grow stronger as follows:


	The hero goes to dinner with her boyfriend, expecting him to propose but he dumps her instead.

	To win back her ex-boyfriend, the hero demonstrates her intelligence and confidence by applying and getting accepted into law school.

	The hero meets a hairdresser who also lacks confidence in herself, and helps her get back her dog and attract a UPS deliveryman she likes.

	After getting ostracized by the other students, the hero starts studying hard and actually begins to excel in her law classes.

	The hero gets accepted into her professor’s project in an actual court case and gets evidence that helps the client.

	The hero learns that her professor expects sex in exchange for getting her through law school.

	The hero takes over the court case and wins, proving she’s capable of being a strong woman.



Any time the hero faces a problem, the hero has a choice of choosing the easy way out or the hard way out. When the hero reacts to the problem by embracing the story theme (the hard way), the story moves in a positive direction. When the hero reacts to the problem by embracing the opposite of the story theme (the easy way out), the hero’s life suffers.

Even though the easy way out will eventually lead the hero towards a negative end, the easy way out always looks more attractive in the short-term. In “It’s a Wonderful Life,” the hero is tired of working so hard and still being poor. That’s when the villain offers the hero a job working for him instead.

At first, that job offer sounds appealing since it means the hero will finally be making a lot of money (short-term) without a lot of hard work, but then the hero realizes if he works for the villain, everyone who relies on him will suffer (long-term).

In “Legally Blonde,” the hero’s law professor offers to help her pass his class in exchange for sex. The easy way out (short-term) would be to go along with this, but this would damage her friendships with the other students and keep her from ever becoming a strong woman on her own (long-term).


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the story’s initial, unresolved emotional problem. What would be the easy way out for the hero that represents short-term benefits but long-term consequences? What would be the hard way out for the hero that represents short-term drawbacks but long-term benefits?

Can you identify a scene where the hero must choose between short-term benefits (the easy way out) or long-term success (the hard way out)?





Identifying
 the Hero’s Character Flaw


Every hero begins with a dream. Heroes want a better life but they don’t know how to get it. First, they don’t know what physical steps to take to achieve their unresolved dream. Even worse, their own internal character flaw keeps them from trying. To achieve their dream, heroes must:


	Find a physical path to their dream.

	Overcome an emotional character flaw that’s holding them back from even trying to get their dream.



The key to achieving the hero’s unresolved emotional problem is to overcome the character flaw. This character flaw creates a tug-of-war that defines every major choice the hero must face. On the one hand, the hero could accept this character flaw and accept the easy life it seems to offer but will always leave the hero unsatisfied. On the other hand, the hero can embrace uncertainty and fear to overcome this character flaw and take a chance for a better life.

Throughout the story, the conflict must constantly tempt the hero towards accepting the character flaw or challenge the hero into changing to overcome the character flaw. Each time the hero strives towards overcoming their character flaw, the challenges get harder and the temptations to stay stuck in their old way of life becomes greater.

The following movies show how the hero’s character flaw and its opposite defines the emotional dilemma throughout each story:

“Titanic”


	Character flaw: Feels trapped in life with no sense of control.

	Positive goal to achieve: Realizes she’s free and can control her life the way she wants.



“Harold and Maude”


	Character flaw: Feels like life is pointless and death is a better option.

	Positive goal to achieve: Learns that life can be wonderful.



“Thelma and Louise”


	Character flaw: Feels like her life will always be controlled by men.

	Positive goal to achieve: Learns to be free from the control of men.



By defining your hero’s character flaw and the hero’s eventual change, you can identify the constant dilemma facing the hero in every scene throughout your story. Initially, the hero faces a dilemma and refuses to change, which highlights their character flaw.

In “Titanic,” the hero initially feels pressured into marrying a rich man she doesn’t even like. When her mother tells the hero that the family is broke and the only way they can maintain their lifestyle is if the hero marries the rich man she doesn’t even like, the hero fails to fight back, which reveals her character flaw.

After contemplating suicide, she meets Jack, a third class passenger who represents a man the hero truly loves. Now the hero is torn between a rich man she doesn’t love and a poor man she does love.

If she chooses the rich man, she can live a life of luxury and comfort, but she’ll never be happy. If she chooses the poor man, she faces uncertainty, fear, and poverty, but she has a chance of taking control of her own life and being happy.

The conflict throughout the story occurs because the hero has not committed to either choice. Initially, the hero tries to hide her relationship with Jack. Later, the hero risks her life to rescue Jack from the sinking ship. Until the end when she finally commits to avoiding the rich man can she finally be free to live her own life.

In “Harold and Maude,” the hero fakes suicide to torment his mother because he enjoys the idea of being dead more than he enjoys being alive. By constantly showing up at funerals and faking his own death by suicide, the hero demonstrates his character flaw, which is to choose death over life.

Then the hero meets Maude, a much older woman who teaches him to enjoy the little things in life from singing and dancing to being an individual without caring what others think of his behavior. Initially he’s reluctant to let go of his death wish but finally he learns to love Maude. However, only after Maude commits suicide does he truly embrace the idea of living for good.

In “Thelma and Louise,” the hero, Thelma, is trapped in a relationship where she’s controlled by her husband. When she goes on a road trip with her friend, Louise, she doesn’t tell her husband where she’s going, which is her first act of defiance but also shows that she’s not facing her character flaw of allowing her husband to control her. Then she flirts with a man in a bar and nearly gets raped.

Later she flirts with a hitchhiker and enjoys a one night stand with him, until the hitchhiker steals their money. Finally, she starts taking charge of her life by robbing a gas station and then getting revenge on a sexist truck driver who’s been harassing them on the road. Finally when cornered by the police, the hero has a choice between either going back to being controlled by men or being free, and that’s where the two women decide death is preferable than being controlled by men any longer.

In “Titanic,” the hero sees the rich man, but hides from him to show she’s finally decided to turn away from taking the easy life and marrying a rich man she doesn’t even like.

In “Harold and Maude,” the hero loses Maude when she commits suicide, and his greatest temptation is to kill himself to join her, but he decides to embrace living instead.

In “Thelma and Louise,” the hero has a choice of getting caught by the police or being free in death, so she and Louise drive over the edge of a cliff.

In the end of every story, the story must show the hero finally choosing between these two options. The hero must visually reject their old way of life defined by their character flaw, and definitively embrace a new way of life that defines the story theme. This provides the basis for an emotionally satisfying story.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and define the character flaw of the hero. How does the hero demonstrate the character flaw by openly accepting it in the beginning of the story? Now identify how the hero changes in the end. The character flaw of the hero and their eventual change defines the two choices the hero must constantly face.

Now pick any scene in the middle of the movie and identify how the conflict in that scene forces the hero to choose between the character flaw or the new and better way to live defined by the hero’s change in the end.

In the end, how does the hero finally reject the character flaw and show they’ve embraced the story’s theme, which offers a better way of life?





Summary



Every scene should do one or both of the following:


	Move the story closer to resolving the initial, unresolved physical problem.

	Force the hero into a dilemma where they must choose between their character flaw or the opposite of their character flaw. This will eventually resolve the initial emotional problem.



When a scene poses an obstacle that stops the hero from achieving the initial physical problem, that forces the hero to take action to overcome this obstacle. The emotional dilemma defines how the hero chooses to overcome this obstacle.

In real life, people have multiple choices for responding to an obstacle blocking their way. In stories, the hero only has two choices:


	Take the easy way out (temptation) and accept their character flaw.

	Choose the harder option (fear and uncertainty) that forces the hero to overcome their character flaw.



The easy way out offers temptations to get the hero to choose this option for dealing with obstacles. The more challenging option forces the hero to confront their character flaw and do the opposite regardless of the fear, uncertainty, and possible consequences. By constantly giving the hero only two choices for overcoming obstacles, based on the hero’s character flaw, stories can show the hero gradually changing until finally overcoming their character flaw at the end once and for all.

By knowing how scenes must constantly block progress towards resolving the initial physical problem by two choices defined by the hero’s character flaw, you have a stronger understanding what a scene must do and how it should work in forcing a hero into an emotional dilemma as often as possible.
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OUTLINING THE EMOTIONAL CHANGE











W
 atch a great movie and then watch its poor sequel and you’ll notice a huge difference. In great movies, the real story is the emotional journey of the hero. In bad sequels (“Alien 3,” “Terminator 3,” “Sister Act 2,” “Babe: Pig in the City,” “Jurassic World: Dominion,” “Mall Cop 2,” etc.), this emotional journey gets ripped out and replaced with more action and bigger special effects. This creates a visually meaningless story that no amount of computer-generated effects, stunt work, or explosions can salvage.

The best stories are emotional because the hero’s emotional change defines the foundation of every story. “Die Hard” may look like it’s just about one man fighting an army of terrorists alone in a skyscraper, but it’s really about one man trying to get back with his wife. “Terminator 2” may look like amazing computer-generated special effects and explosions, but it’s really about the hero (the good Terminator) learning the value of human life.

Before trying to define the physical story, start with the emotional story. Once you know the emotional story, you’ll know how to shape the physical story so it constantly challenges the hero’s emotional journey from start to finish.

Since the real story is always the emotional journey of the hero, the purpose of all physical conflict in a story is to force the hero into choosing between their old, limiting beliefs or a new, more empowering belief.

Identify the emotional dilemma (the old, limiting belief vs. the new, empowering belief) and you automatically know what the only two emotional outcomes every scene must create in the hero.

In “Rocky,” the emotional story is about the hero (Rocky) trying to prove to himself and the world that he’s not a bum. That means every physical struggle forces him to either give up (and accept that he’s a bum) or fight to get what he wants (to show he’s a winner, not a bum).

When Rocky is trying to win over Adrian as his girlfriend, he jokes around with her in the pet store. By winning Adrian’s attention, Rocky wants to feel like a winner. When the pet store owner interferes, she makes Rocky feel like a bum again.

In “Terminator 2,” the hero’s emotional story is about learning to understand the value of human life. In the beginning, the hero (the good Terminator) thinks the only way to solve problems is to kill people. Thus the conflict in every scene forces him to choose between killing people or protecting human lives.

In an early scene, the hero is trying to get past a security guard at an asylum. He shoots the guard in the leg and explains to John Connor, “He’ll live.” That shows how he’s gradually finding ways to solve problems without killing people.

Notice that in “Rocky,” the hero’s emotional dilemma involves feeling like a bum and striving to become a winner. In “Terminator 2,” the hero’s emotional dilemma involves choosing between killing or protecting human life.

Every scene in “Rocky” emphasizes the idea of being a bum or not. When Rocky first starts fighting Apollo Creed, the sports commentators dismiss Rocky by joking that it looks like he’s blocking Apollo Creed’s punches with his face. On the other hand in “Terminator 2,” there’s a scene where the hero fires a chain gun at an army of police and realizes he’s succeeded in driving them back without inflicting a single casualty.

In “Rocky,” every scene tries to drag him back into feeling like a bum. In “Terminator 2,” every scene keeps giving him a choice to kill or not kill.

Once you know the emotional dilemma in a story, every conflict must revolve around this core emotional dilemma. That creates a unified, focused story.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the emotional need for the hero. In other words, what emotional state does the hero get in the end? That’s the hero’s emotional need that the hero strives to reach throughout the story.

What emotional state is the hero in from the beginning? That’s the emotional state the hero must constantly struggle against throughout the story.





The Key Action
 and Symbols for Solving Emotional Problems


Most people start writing from the beginning until they get to the end. That means what appears in the beginning may not be relevant to what appears in the end without rewriting. A better way to start a story is to start at the ending and work backwards to the beginning.

From the beginning, you should already know the following:


	What emotional problem the hero needs to resolve by the end.

	What physical problem the villain will force the hero to resolve by the end.



To solve the physical problem, the hero must overcome their emotional problem first. After overcoming their emotional problem can the hero finally resolve the physical problem. Smash the beginning and ending state of the hero in reverse order and you can see where they end up and where they begin:


	Ending: The hero abandons their old belief and embrace a new way of thinking that allows them to resolve the physical problem.

	Beginning: The hero holds a limiting belief that keeps them in a dead end life.



If someone holds a belief, they will never change their mind on their own. People only change their minds under these conditions:


	They see and learn how a new belief can get them what they want

	They’re forced to see how their old belief no longer works



What’s important isn’t that the hero sees themselves changing but that the audience sees the hero changing. Both the old belief and the new belief gradually change as follows:


	Act I - The hero holds a limiting belief (that reveals itself as a character flaw). Then the hero meets a mentor who represents a new belief.

	Act IIa - The hero gradually learns how the new belief works and finally learns a memorable lesson about the new belief. Yet, the hero’s grip on the old, limiting belief still remains.

	Act IIb - Because the hero still clings to the old belief, life starts getting worse until the hero is tempted into accepting the old belief at the expense of abandoning the new belief.

	Act III - The hero finally understands the new belief, then in a moment of trust, abandons the old belief for good and embraces the new belief. This finally allows the hero to resolve the physical problem.



To make it obvious how the hero gradually changes beliefs, identify critical actions and symbols that highlight these emotional changes in the hero. This is how the hero gradually changes beliefs in the following movies:




“Harold and Maude”



	Act I - The hero prefers death over living (symbolized by faking suicide). Then the hero meets his mentor, Maude, who shows him how to live carefree (symbolized by stealing cars).

	Act IIa - The hero still clings to death (faking suicides), but starts learning to live (symbolized by playing a banjo).

	Act IIb - Because the hero still clings to the old belief (faking suicide), life starts getting worse until the hero is tempted into accepting the old belief at the expense of abandoning the new belief (joining the military).

	Act III - The hero finally understands the new belief (proposes marriage to Maude). Then in a moment of doubt, he finally abandons the old belief for good and embraces the new belief (fakes his suicide by driving his car off a cliff, but walks off playing the banjo).






“Top Gun: Maverick”



	Act I - The hero is a loner who takes wild risks (symbolized by pushing an experimental plane too far). Then the hero is forced to train a bunch of hot shot pilots into a team (symbolized by one pilot’s arrogance and one pilot’s link to the hero’s past).

	Act IIa - The hero is still a loner taking wild risks (defeating the other pilots in dogfights), but starts to mold the pilots together as a team (symbolized by having them play beach football).

	Act IIb - Because the hero is still a loner taking wild risks (teaching the pilots how to fly the mission), life starts getting worse until the hero is tempted into accepting the old belief at the expense of abandoning the new belief (getting grounded).

	Act III - The hero finally understands the new belief (proves to everyone that the mission can by flown). Then in a moment of doubt, he finally abandons the old belief for good and embraces the new belief (flies recklessly but does it to save his dead friend’s son).






“Back to the Future”



	Act I - The hero doesn’t have confidence in himself (symbolized by playing the guitar but telling his girlfriend he may not be good enough). Then the hero is accidentally sent back to 1955 and is forced to develop his own confidence (symbolized by seeing his own father being bullied).

	Act IIa - The hero is still stuck with his old beliefs (symbolized by his dad’s lack of confidence in himself), but finally embraces the new belief (by convincing his dad to ask his mother to the school dance).

	Act IIb - Even though the hero must still struggle with the old belief (symbolized by his dad’s reluctance to confront Biff the bully), life starts getting worse until the hero is tempted into accepting the old belief at the expense of abandoning the new belief (the hero’s father almost leaves his mother in the arms of another boy who pushed the father away).

	Act III - The hero finally understands the new belief (plays guitar at his parent’s school dance). Then in a moment of doubt, he finally abandons the old belief for good and embraces the new belief (watches his dad kiss his mom on the dance floor).



Watching a hero change emotionally is what every story is really all about. Physical obstacles simply highlight the emotional changes the hero goes through from beginning to end. Watch every great movie and you’ll find an emotional story. Watch every mediocre movie and you’ll find a flawed emotional story or no emotional story at all.


Exercise:
 Pick a great movie and see how fast and easily you can identify its emotional story. Now pick a mediocre story and notice how hard it can be to find an emotional story of any kind. Mediocre and bad movies fail because they rely too much on physical action that’s not unified by an underlying emotional foundation.

Pick a great movie and identify the actions that define the hero’s gradual emotional change:


	Act I - What does the hero do that shows the disabling belief? What forces the hero to confront a more empowering belief?

	Act IIa - How does the hero still cling to the old belief? How does the hero finally show he os she has partially embraced a new belief?

	Act IIb - How does the hero still embrace the old beliefs that start making life worse? How does the hero get forced into almost embracing the old belief instead of the new belief?

	Act III - How does the hero finally understand the new belief? How does the hero show he or she has fully embraced the new belief?







Changing
 the Hero Emotionally


Emotional change is the story. First, define the emotion you want the hero to experience in the end. Then define the exact opposite of that emotion for the beginning.

In “The Shawshank Redemption,” the ending emotion is about hope finally triumphing. That means in the beginning, the emotion must be hopelessness.

In “Soul,” the ending emotion is about enjoying the little things in life. That means in the beginning, the emotion is about being irritated and ignoring the little things in life.

In every romantic comedy such as “Sleepless in Seattle,” the ending emotion is about finding true love. That means in the beginning, the emotion must be loneliness and longing for someone to love.

Once you know the beginning and ending emotional arc of your story, the next part involves showing the gradual change from beginning to end. Throughout the story, there must be a constant tug-of-war. The disabling belief keeps trying to hold the hero back while the new belief keeps trying to pull the hero forward.

All physical conflict exists solely to hold the hero back (the old belief) or pull the hero forward (the new belief). If any physical conflict fails to either hold the her too the old belief or pull the hero to the new belief, that conflict is not right for the story.

In “Liar Liar,” the emotional conflict involves a hero who starts out as a compulsive liar but eventually learns to tell the truth. Therefore every conflict he faces either tempts him to keep lying or show him an uncertain, unfamiliar way to behave that involves telling the truth.

If the hero in “Liar Liar” ran into a problem that didn’t involve tempting him to keep lying or tell the truth, that conflict wouldn’t make sense. Stories will always fail if they stray from a single emotional tug-of-war conflict from start to finish.

A hero will never change from one belief to a completely opposite belief overnight. Instead, this process takes time, and that’s what the bulk of the story must show. This gradual change occurs in several ways:


	The hero is forced to change by outside circumstances without realizing it

	Others (such as the mentor) show the hero another way to live

	The hero helps others change

	The hero finally sees their own character flaw



All heroes must be proactive in solving their problems. However, it’s always easier to do nothing than to take action, so outside circumstances must always force the hero into action in one of two ways:


	Fear, threats, or danger (running away)

	Desire (running towards)



In the early parts of the story (Act I and Act IIa), the hero is more motivated out of fear, threats, and danger. In “Legally Blonde,” the hero is motivated to apply for law school because she fears losing her ex-boyfriend for good. In the process of applying for law school, the hero reveals her own inner strength without realizing it.

In an even earlier scene in “Legally Blonde,” the hero is shopping for clothes and the saleswoman thinks she’s a dumb blonde and tries to take advantage of her. That’s when the hero turns the tables on the saleswoman and reveals how smart she really is.

Only later (Act IIb) does the hero take action out of desire instead of fear. In fact, the hero often takes action despite the threat of danger, which would normally have discouraged any action at all. By taking action despite the danger, the hero shows how they’ve changed.

In “Star Wars,” the hero is trapped in the Death Star with storm troopers walking all over the place. Yet when he discovers that Princess Leia is imprisoned on the Death Star and she’s scheduled to be executed soon, the hero leaps into action. Despite the danger, the hero chooses action over doing nothing, which shows how far he’s already changed.

Whether a hero changes out of fear or out of desire, the hero starts changing for the better without realizing it.

A second way for the hero to change is to see someone else living the life they want for themselves, which usually comes from being around a mentor. The mentor’s actions and behavior show the hero how they too could live once they change.

In “Harold and Maude,” the hero has no friends and no desire to do anything except embrace death. That’s when he meets his mentor, Maude, a 79-year old woman who’s full of life. By watching Maude, the hero learns that she freely steals any car she wants, doesn’t care what other people think of her (including policemen), and easily makes friends wherever she goes. This shows the hero how life is more than his own limited beliefs and outlook.

Perhaps the most powerful way the hero can demonstrate change is by helping change someone else. In “Back to the Future,” the hero has to help his own father gain confidence enough to meet his mother. By constantly giving his own dad advice and putting him in situations where he must behave in a confident manner, the hero changes his dad while also learning the lesson of confidence himself.

Despite the hero changing without realizing it, seeing a mentor living a different way, and helping change others, the hero only finally changes when he or she admits their character flaw to themselves.

This self-reflective moment typically occurs near the end of Act IIb during a Rock Bottom moment when everything appears lost. During this low point, the hero finally admits to themselves and others what their greatest character flaw might be that’s holding them back. That crucial moment relies entirely on dialogue in a quiet moment (which makes it easy to miss).

In “Harold and Maude,” the hero sits with Maude in her home and admits to her that after an accident made his mother think he was dead, he decided he enjoyed being dead. This explains where his disabling belief came from.

In “Die Hard,” the hero is in a restroom, pulling glass shards out of his bare feet as he talks to his mentor, Officer Powell, over the radio. That’s when the hero admits that he screwed up with his wife, which explains how he broke up with his wife in the first place.

In “Top Gun: Maverick,” the hero finally admits to his girlfriend that he doesn’t know what to do now that he’s grounded permanently. That’s when he learns that he needs to keep fighting and find a way. That goes back to his original emotional problem of not knowing how to deal with the guilt he still holds for his best friend dying in an accident.

The moment the hero admits their character flaw is when they reveal the origin of their emotional problem.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the Rock Bottom moment when the hero admits their character flaw. How does this admission of the character flaw explain how it created the original, unresolved emotional problem?





Summary



The real story is always the emotional change in the hero. Any emotional change involves changing beliefs so the hero will finally act like a better person in the end (or a worse person in a tragedy).

The gradual emotional change of the hero can be outlined in chronological order like this:


	Act I - Hero has an unresolved emotional problem.

	Act IIa - Hero starts changing, sees how others live a different life, and helps others change.

	Act IIb - Hero starts experiencing problems and setbacks until hitting Rock Bottom and admitting their character flaw.

	Act III - Hero finally abandons the old belief and embraces the new belief to defeat the villain.



The emotional dilemma (the old, limiting belief vs. the new, empowering belief) defines the only two choices the hero faces when confronted by every conflict throughout the story. By clearly defining the emotional problem the hero must resolve, you can define the underlying foundation for your entire story.
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THE MAIN CHARACTERS











E
 very story is about a hero trying to achieve a goal. The hero starts with a goal, struggles to get it, changes emotionally into a better person, and finally gets (or fails to get) the goal in the end. Everything in a story must focus around the hero. If a scene does not contain the hero, then the outcome of the scene must affect the hero. If a scene doesn’t include or affect the hero, the scene doesn’t belong.

The hero defines the other characters and the entire story in these ways:


	Story setting - The world where the story takes place.

	Theme - What the hero needs to learn to change into a better, happier person.

	Villain - The evil version of the hero.

	The mentor - The good but flawed version of the villain.

	The ally - A mirror version of the hero.



Some writers come up with a hero character first and then build a story around them, but most writers come up with a story idea first and then create a hero to fit into that story idea. In either case, the story setting should work against the hero to make the hero’s goal difficult without being impossible.

In a romantic comedy like “Pretty Woman,” the story setting is the rich and fancy world of Hollywood. This world looks down upon street prostitutes like the hero. If the hero were a rich, heiress or CEO of a Fortune 500 company, then the fancy world of Hollywood wouldn’t be much of an obstacle for her.

In “Ratatouille,” the story takes place in the world of gourmet restaurants in France. Therefore this story setting works completely against the hero, who is a rat. If the hero were a person, then the story setting wouldn’t be as big of an obstacle, but since gourmet restaurants don’t want rats in the kitchen, this makes the hero’s task much harder since there’s no way he can hide the fact that he’s a rat.

In “Thelma and Louise,” the story takes place in present day America, but the people the hero keeps meeting are threatening male figures ranging from a rapist in a bar, a sexist truck driver, a handsome hitchhiker, and the police.

You can create a hero and then shape an imposing story setting around that hero, or you can create a story setting and then create a hero for that story setting. Either way, the key is to make that story setting work against the hero at all times.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the story setting. What part of the story setting makes the hero’s life harder?

In your own story, how does the story setting get in the way of the hero’s pursuit of a goal? How does the story setting keep tempting the hero into giving up their dream and accepting their dead end life?





The Villain
 as the Anti-Hero


Whoever your hero is, the villain is always an evil, more powerful version of the hero. The villain will be the type of person the hero would become if they choose to be bad. By making the villain a mirror image of the hero, the villain shows the hero the dangers that tempt the hero to become evil.

In “Die Hard,” the hero is a tough, smart police officer. That means the villain is a tough, smart terrorist leader who has an army of terrorists had his command.

In “Soul,” the hero is a musician obsessed with the idea of playing jazz professionally. That means the villain is also someone obsessed. In this case, the villain is named Terry and is obsessed with counting the number of dead souls.

In “The Shawshank Redemption,” the hero is an accountant trapped in prison. That means the villain is the prison warden who is just as intelligent as the hero but has control of all the prison guards.

Because the villain is an evil version of the hero, the villain constantly reminds the hero who they can become if they fail. The villain’s real purpose in every story is to act as a malicious teacher. Villains exist to force the hero into taking positive action.

In “Legally Blonde,” the hero has followed her ex-boyfriend into law school, hoping to win him back. That’s when her ex-boyfriend tells her that she’s not smart enough to be in law school. This forces the hero to study even harder until she starts doing well in her law classes.

In “Thelma and Louise,” a hitchhiker steals the women’s money so this forces the hero to rob a gas station to get money. In the process, this forces the hero to become a more assertive, stronger person.

In “Die Hard,” the villain holds the hero’s wife hostage and threatens to kill her. This forces the hero to realize how much his wife means to him.

Every villain’s action has two purposes:


	Stop the hero from achieving a physical goal

	Force the hero into changing



Every villain wants to achieve a goal of some kind. Ideally, this goal will hurt the hero, someone the hero loves, and lots of innocent people. For that reason, the hero struggles to defeat the villain to prevent these horrible consequences from happening.

The villain’s goal is what motivates the villain’s actions. When you know the villain’s goal, you’ll know that everything the villain does must bring him or her closer to achieving a goal, and that’s crucial for writing any scene.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify one or more villains. How does this villain block the hero from achieving a goal? How does the villain force the hero to change?

In your own story, define your hero, then define your villain as the evil, more powerful version of your hero. What type of person can represent an evil, more powerful version of your hero? What type of action can the villain constantly take to force the hero to change?

What is the villain’s goal that promises horrible consequences for the hero, someone the hero loves, and lots of innocent people?





The Mentor as
 the Good Villain


No hero can change on their own so that’s why they need a mentor who can guide them. Initially, every mentor looks like the least likely person who can help the hero. However, every mentor is nearly as powerful as the villain.

Just as the villain’s true purpose in a story is to force the hero to change, the mentor’s purpose is to encourage the hero to change. Thus the hero gradually learns to change in two ways:


	Through fear and force from the villain

	Through encouragement and inspiration from the mentor



Think of the mentor as the good version of the villain but often with a traumatic past. Only if the hero can defeat the villain can the mentor be redeemed from their traumatic past.

In “The Karate Kid,” the mentor regrets the loss of his wife and son. By training the hero, the mentor can redeem his pain at not being able to raise his own son.

In “The Little Mermaid,” the mentor is a crab composer named Sebastian, who has been ordered by King Triton to watch over the hero (King Triton’s daughter). Only by successfully protecting the hero can the mentor regain the favor of King Triton. The mentor knows how to use music and sing, but the villain (the Sea Witch) has stolen the hero’s voice and also knows how to sing.

In “Good Will Hunting,” the mentor is a community college psychology professor who is still mourning the loss of his wife. The villain is his old college roommate who is now an MIT math professor who wants to exploit the hero’s mathematical ability. By helping the hero, the mentor can redeem his own pain in losing his wife.

Every hero needs a mentor. With a mentor, the hero can learn the story’s theme and embrace a more empowering belief to change into a better person.

The mentor’s motivation is driven by their traumatic past and their need to redeem themselves from this past trauma.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the mentor. How is this mentor someone who appears least likely to help the hero? What power does the mentor have that’s nearly equal to the villain’s power? What painful past haunts the mentor, which can be redeemed if the hero defeats the villain?

In your own story, how is the mentor like the villain? What traumatic past motivates the mentor to help the hero? How can the hero’s defeat of the villain redeem the mentor’s traumatic past? How does the mentor’s traumatic past motivate him or her into helping the hero?





The Ally
 as the Hero


Once the hero enters an unfamiliar world in Act IIa, the hero needs a guide. That guide is the ally who can help the hero by providing physical support. Since the hero entered the unfamiliar world in pursuit of the Symbol of Hope, the ally offers help in reaching that goal.

The ally is often a mirror image of the hero. That way the hero can see themselves in the ally. First the ally helps the hero, then the hero turns around and helps the ally. Finally, the ally changes so they can help the hero once more.

In “Back to the Future,” the hero enters the unfamiliar world of 1955. Right away, he needs help from an ally and that ally happens to be his own father. Like the hero, the ally also lacks confidence in himself, so the hero has to help his ally gain confidence in himself.

In “Star Wars,” the hero enters the unfamiliar world of criminals in a spaceport. That’s when the hero needs the help of a pilot (Han Solo) who can take the hero to Princess Leia’s planet. Just as the hero has a character flaw in not trusting himself, Han Solo has a character flaw in being motivated by money, which has caused him trouble in getting in debt with Jabba the Hutt, an organized crime boss.

In “The Hunger Games,” the hero enters the unfamiliar world of the Hunger Games. That’s when she meets two allies. First is her fellow tribute, Peeta. Second is a 12-year old girl named Rue. Peeta helps the hero by admitting his love for her, which makes the hero look more likable for sponsors.

Then during the Hunger Games, Rue, the hero’s other ally, will help the hero survive being trapped in a tree and treats the hero’s wounds when she’s knocked unconscious by mutated wasp stings.

The hero meets an ally in Act IIa (the unfamiliar world) and that ally provides invaluable help. Since the ally also has a character flaw, the hero helps the ally overcome that character flaw. By helping an ally, the hero sees their own behavior while learning to help others at the same time.

Because the ally has a character flaw similar to the hero, the ally is motivated by this character flaw and their own dream for a better life.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify one or more allies who help the hero. What type of physical help does the ally give the hero? What kind of character flaw does the ally have similar to the hero’s character flaw?

In your own story, identify what type of physical help the hero needs to continue pursuing the Symbol of Hope goal. What kind of person can help the hero and what character flaw do they have that’s similar to the hero’s character flaw?





Summary



Everything in a story works for or against the hero. The story setting and the villain work against the hero while the mentor and ally work for the hero. In all cases, the story setting, villain, mentor, and ally are directly related to the hero. Change the hero and you may need to change the story setting, villain, mentor, or ally.

The villain teaches the hero how to change through force and fear. Each time the villain tries to hold the hero back so they’ll stay in their dead end life and accept a limiting belief.

The mentor teaches the hero how to change through inspiration and encouragement. Each time the mentor tries to encourage the hero to leave their dead end life and embrace a more empowering belief.

The ally helps the hero physically, but then the hero turns around and helps the ally achieve their goals. By helping the ally change, the hero gradually changes as well.

Every character has a goal and achieving that goal is what motivates that character in every scene. The villain’s motivation comes from their goal, which threatens the hero, someone the hero loves, and innocent people.

The mentor’s motivation comes from trying to redeem their haunted past.

The ally’s motivation comes from trying to overcome a character flaw that’s similar to the hero.

Knowing the motivation of each main character will let you know what they’re trying to achieve in every scene throughout the story.
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DEFINING ALL THE SUBPLOTS











T
 he basic outline for any screenplay consists of four Acts of equal length. In a two hour movie, each Act lasts 30 minutes. In shorter or longer movies, each Act takes up roughly 25% of the story time:


	Act I - Exposition

	Act IIa - Positive rising action

	Act IIb - Negative rising action

	Act III - Climax



Act I introduces the hero, the villain, mentor, and story setting. Ideally, Act I immediately starts with a problem that gets the story started.

Act IIa begins the hero’s journey into a new, unfamiliar world where he or she learns a new way to live. Throughout Act IIa, the hero’s life steadily gets better.

Act IIb starts introducing problems in the hero’s life, gradually forcing the hero to decide whether to cling to their original limiting belief or embrace a more empowering belief.

Act III is where the hero confronts the villain and the villain nearly achieves his or her goal. This is where the hero either stops the villain for good or the villain stops the hero for good.

Remember, stories aren’t just about the hero. Stories are actually about multiple characters who are all trying to resolve physical and emotional problems of their own such as:


	The hero’s emotional and physical problem

	The villain’s physical goal

	The mentor’s emotional problem

	The ally’s emotional and physical problem



The weakest stories focus only on the hero’s physical problem where the villain is a stereotypical bad guy who does evil things for no reason at all. Beyond physical and visual action, such stories are easily forgotten.

Slightly stronger stories include the villain’s pursuit of a physical goal. This makes the villain understandable and more interesting as a result. Even stronger stories add the hero’s emotional problem to go with the physical problem. Such stories make the hero and the villain more realistic.

However, to create greater emotional impact, stories should also include the emotional problems of the mentor and ally. By seeing how the hero’s actions change the lives of the mentor and ally, stories create an even stronger emotional impact.

Here’s how multiple problems work together to create a more engaging, intertwined story in “Legally Blonde”:


	Hero’s physical problem: Win back her ex-boyfriend.

	Hero’s emotional problem: Learn to be a strong, independent woman.

	Villain’s physical goal: Keep the hero thinking she must be dependent on a man.

	Mentor’s emotional problem: A lawyer looking for someone to love.

	Ally’s emotional problem: A hair dresser who needs to take back control of her life.

	Ally’s physical problem: Win the lover of a cute UPS deliveryman.



Notice that the hero, mentor, and ally all need to resolve nearly identical emotional problems. In “Legally Blonde,” the hero needs to become a strong woman and that’s exactly what her ally, her hairdresser, needs to learn as well. By helping the hairdresser become a stronger woman, the hero shows how she’s becoming a stronger woman too.

In “Legally Blonde,” there are multiple villains (the ex-boyfriend, the ex-boyfriend’s fiancé, the sexist law professor) but each villain tries to convince the hero that she’s not strong, which is the exact opposite of what the hero needs to learn to resolve her emotional problem.

The sole purpose of the villain (or villains) is to keep the hero from resolving the emotional problem. Two ways to do this involve:


	Pulling the hero back to the old, limiting belief

	Stopping the hero from embracing a new, more empowering belief that will resolve the emotional problem



In “Legally Blonde,” the hero’s sexist law professor tries to pull the hero back to being dependent on a man by offering to let her pass his class in exchange for sex. Meanwhile, the ex-boyfriend’s fiancé simply gets between the hero and her ex-boyfriend.

Every villain tries to stop the hero from changing. On the other hand, the mentor and the ally (or allies) try to help change the hero. In the process of changing, the hero helps change the mentor and ally so they can resolve their own emotional problems.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the hero’s emotional problem. How is this emotional problem nearly duplicated as the mentor’s emotional problem? How is the hero’s emotional problem nearly duplicated as the ally’s emotional problem?

Identify the villain (or villains). How do their actions try to tempt or pull the hero back to their original, limiting belief? How do their actions try to keep the hero from changing to embrace a more empowering belief?





Resolving
 the Hero’s Emotional Problem


The hero’s emotional journey gradually changes through four Acts as the hero struggles between embracing a limiting belief or an empowering belief:


	Act I - The hero is stuck in a dead end life based on their limiting belief, but meets a mentor living life based a more empowering belief.

	Act IIa - The hero starts learning about this empowering belief while clinging to the limiting belief. Then the mentor teaches the hero a lesson that demonstrates how to embrace the empowering belief.

	Act IIb - The hero achieves minor success from the empowering belief, but then the hero hits a Rock Bottom moment, admitting the character flaw that created the limiting belief in the first place.

	Act III - Motivated by the mentor one last time, the hero succeeds despite still holding to the limiting belief. When the villain nearly defeats the hero, the hero finally completely embraces the empowering belief, based on the mentor’s lesson from the end of Act IIa. This allows the hero to resolve the emotional problem and then resolve the physical problem.



No matter how much the hero fights to resolve the physical problem, it will always remain out of reach until the hero resolves the emotional problem first. Sometimes that means the hero resolves the physical problem to get what they originally wanted and sometimes it means the hero learns that the physical goal is no longer worth pursuing after all.

In “Dog,” the hero is an Army Ranger suffering from PTSD. His physical problem is that he wants to get medically cleared so he can get back into combat. However his emotional problem is that he must deal with his PTSD and put his shattered life back together again. In the end, he finally abandons the physical goal of getting back into combat.

In “Django Unchained,” the hero’s physical problem is to get back with his wife. However his emotional problem is that he must learn to live as a free man. Once he finally learns to be free, he can finally rescue and save his wife.

The four Act structure of the hero’s emotional journey looks like this:


	Act I - Limiting belief -> empowering belief.

	Act IIa - Limiting belief -> empowering belief

	Act IIb - Empowering belief -> limiting belief

	Act III - Limiting belief -> empowering belief



In Acts I, IIa, and III, the hero starts with the limiting belief and gradually moves closer to the empowering belief. However in Act IIb, the hero starts with the empowering belief and gradually goes downhill to the limiting belief once more.

Acts I, IIa, and III are about hope. Act IIb is about despair. When creating the hero’s emotional journey, the two most important elements to define are:


	The limiting belief in the beginning and the empowering belief in the end. These define the two extremes every conflict forces the hero to choose.

	The origin of the hero’s limiting belief that the hero must admit in the Rock Bottom moment at the end of Act IIb. The limiting belief must create the dead end life for the hero.



This is how these two elements shape the following movies:




“Harold and Maude”



	The limiting belief is embracing death. The empowering belief is embracing life. Thus the hero must constantly choose between life or death.

	The hero admits the origin of his limiting belief near the end of Act IIb when he explains that he first started embracing death when his mother thought he had died in an accident at school. That’s when the hero realized he enjoyed being dead more than being alive.






“Top Gun: Maverick”



	The limiting belief is guilt from losing his best friend in an accident. The empowering belief is accepting that he can still make a difference to save his dead friend’s son.

	The hero admits the origin of his limiting belief near the end of Act IIb when he explains that if he picks his dead friend’s son, he risks losing him in the mission, but if he doesn’t pick his dead friend’s son, he’ll lose any possibility for reconciliation. That’s the origin of his emotional problem.






“Back to the Future”



	The limiting belief is lack of confidence in himself. The empowering belief is that he can do anything he puts his mind to.

	The hero sees the origin of his limiting belief near the end of Act IIb when he sees his dad lacks confidence in himself.




Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the two contrasting beliefs where the limiting belief has put the hero in a dead end life and the empowering belief offers the hero a better life.

How does the hero admit the origin of the limiting belief? How has this limiting belief shaped the hero’s life in the beginning of the story?





Outlining
 the Villain’s Goal


While the hero is busy trying to deal with the past that has created an emotional problem, the villain is busy charging ahead, trying to achieve a physical goal. At the simplest level, the main purpose of the villain is to keep the hero from reaching his or her physical goal.

In “Little Miss Sunshine,” the hero’s goal is to complete in the Little Miss Sunshine beauty pageant. Therefore everyone and everything that threatens to keep the hero from competing in the beauty pageant is a villain.

The villain can be random chance, such as when the van partially breaks down and the family must push start the van every time they wanted to drive it. The villain can be random people who just happen to threaten the hero’s pursuit of a physical goal, such as a policeman who will stop the family if he discovers the grandfather’s dead body in the back of the van.

If the villain isn’t random chance or people who just might stop the hero, then the villain must directly oppose the hero. In “Little Miss Sunshine,” the beauty pageant organizer fits this type of villain because this organizer first denies the hero entry into the beauty pageant because she showed up late. When someone else helps the hero enter the pageant, this organizer tries to throw the hero off the stage.

On a more complicated level, the villain gets in the hero’s way while pursuing a goal of his or her own. Now the villain can only achieve his or her physical goal by stopping the hero from achieving his or her physical goal.

In “Star Wars,” the villain needs to defeat the hero to destroy the rebel base. If the hero wins, the villain loses. If the hero loses, the villain wins.

When a villain has a goal he or she is trying to achieve, the four Acts must also tell the villain’s story like this:


	Act I - The villain starts pursuing a goal although this goal won’t necessarily be clear from the beginning.

	Act IIa - The villain demonstrates his or her power, which will be used against the hero in the end. At this time, the villain may reveal another hint of his or her goal.

	Act IIb - The villain’s goal is finally revealed, and it promises to hurt the hero, innocent people, and someone the hero loves.

	Act III - The villain is on the verge of success and just needs to defeat the hero to succeed completely.



This is how a strong villain, pursuing a goal, works in the following movies:




“Die Hard”



	Act I - The villain and his henchmen take over a Christmas party in a skyscraper. Initially, it looks like they’re just a bunch of terrorists who might want to hold everyone hostage to get a ransom.

	Act IIa - The villain brutally murders the corporation’s CEO and starts cracking multiple locks guarding a vault.

	Act IIb - The villain’s goal is finally revealed, which is to steal corporate bonds out of a vault and then blow up all the hostages on the roof to create a distraction so they can get away.

	Act III - The villain has cracked open the vault and led the hostages on the roof, then the hero saves the hostages and kills the villain.






“Star Wars”



	Act I - The villain captures Princess Leia but she hides something in R2D2 and sends R2D2 away.

	Act IIa - The villain blows up Princess Leia’s planet when she refuses to tell them the location of the rebel base.

	Act IIb - The villain’s goal is finally revealed, which is to blow up the rebel base using the Death Star.

	Act III - The villain is on the verge of blowing up the rebel base with the Death Star when the hero blows up the Death Star.






“Don’t Breathe”



	Act I - The villain has hidden a lot of money in his house after his daughter was killed by a hit and run driver.

	Act IIa - The villain kills one of the hero’s friends and locks them in his house as he starts hunting them down.

	Act IIb - The villain’s goal is finally revealed, which is that he’s captured the woman who killed his daughter and he plans to impregnate her to replace his dead daughter.

	Act III - The villain is on the verge of keeping the hero prisoner to force her to give birth when the hero escapes with his money.



The four-part story structure for the villain looks like this:


	Hint at the villain’s goal.

	Show the villain’s terrifying power that will be used in the end against the hero.

	Reveal the villain’s goal that has horrifying consequences for the hero, innocent people, and someone the hero loves.

	Show the villain on the verge of victory, ready to use their terrifying power against the hero.



When a story lacks a single villain, the hero will run into multiple villains who all work together to keep the her from achieving a physical goal. When a story includes a single, all powerful villain, then the villain’s goal must be more horrifying than it appeared initially.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie that has multiple villains. How does each villain make the hero’s life progressively harder?

Pick a favorite movie that has a single, all powerful villain. How does the villain’s goal slowly get revealed? How is the villain’s goal more horrifying than it first appeared?





Outlining
 the Mentor’s Emotional Problem


The mentor is often just as powerful as the villain. The main difference is that the mentor suffers from a haunted past that can only be resolved through the actions of the hero. Therefore the mentor’s story involves showing the hero another way to live before stepping back and letting the hero struggle alone.

Only through the hero defeating the villain can the mentor resolve the emotional problem from the past. Like the hero, the mentor’s haunted past is responsible for putting him or her in their current situation when they meet the hero.

In “The Karate Kid,” the mentor, an apartment handyman who also knows karate, helps prepare the hero to fight the villain. What haunts the mentor is that he lost his own family years before so training the hero is like raising the son he never got to see grow up. Therefore the mentor sees the hero’s victory in the end as a victory for himself as well.

In “Star Wars,” the mentor, Obi-wan, teaches the hero about the Force. What haunts the mentor is that in the past, he helped create the villain. By helping the hero defeat the villain, the mentor can redeem himself for his haunted past.

In “Die Hard,” the mentor, Officer Powell, is the only police officer who encourages the hero. What haunts the mentor is that in the past, he accidentally shot a kid who held a toy gun. Since then, the mentor has been unable to draw and fire his gun. Only after the hero has defeated the villain and the last terrorist tries to kill the hero does the mentor draw and fire his gun. This kills the last terrorist so the mentor can finally overcome his fear of drawing and firing his gun.

The hero cannot change by themselves so the mentor is the character who helps the hero change. Since the mentor has powers equal (or even greater) than the villain, think of the mentor as a good version of the villain but with a flawed past. By creating an emotional problem for the mentor to overcome, stories can make the mentor likable and real while also strengthening the hero’s story at the same time.

The progression of the mentor’s story looks like this:


	Act I - The mentor appears as someone least likely to be helpful to the hero. Sometimes the mentor is seen and sometimes the mentor is just talked about. Then the hero meets the mentor and helps lead the hero into a new, unfamiliar world.

	Act IIa - The mentor shows the hero another way to live. Then the mentor teaches a lesson that the hero will use to defeat the villain in the end.

	Act IIb - The mentor helps the hero one last time but often dies or separates from he hero, forcing the hero to stumble on their own until hitting a Rock Bottom moment when all appears lost. The mentor often reveals their haunted past and how this past relates to the villain.

	Act III - The mentor inspires the hero to face the villain. Just when it appears the villain will defeat the hero, the hero uses the mentor’s lesson to somehow defeat the villain. This action redeems the mentor from their haunted past.



The mentor’s story looks like this in “Star Wars”:


	Act I - The mentor, Obi-wan, is mentioned as a crazy old hermit living in the desert. Only when the hero goes into the desert does he finally meet Obi-wan and eventually agrees to go with him to Princess Leia’s planet.

	Act IIa - The mentor shows the hero the power of the Force by getting past storm troopers guarding the space port and using al light saber to kill two thugs about to attack the hero. On their way to Princess Leia’s planet, the mentor teaches the hero how to use the Force.

	Act IIb - The mentor helps shut off the tractor beams and then confronts the villain, revealing their relationship from the past.

	Act III - The mentor’s disembodied voice urges the hero to “Use the Force.” The hero decides to turn off his tracking computer and use the Force to finally destroy the Death Star. By defeating the villain, the hero has helped redeem the mentor for helping create the villain in the first place.



The mentor’s story looks like this in “Little Miss Sunshine”:


	Act I - The mentor, the hero’s grandfather, is a foul-mouthed, drug-using old man who supports the hero’s dream of competing in the beauty pageant.

	Act IIa - The mentor helps the hero practice the dance routine he taught her, and then tells her that by having the guts to compete, she’s already a winner no matter what the outcome might be.

	Act IIb - The mentor dies but his love of pornographic magazines helps the family get away from a policeman who might discover the grandfather’s dead body in the back of the van.

	Act III - Despite her own family urging her not to compete for fear she’ll embarrass herself, the hero competes anyway, using the scandalous dance routine the mentor taught her. Even though this dance routine shocks the pageant crowd, it brings the family together.




Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the mentor. In some movies, there may be a single mentor but in others, there may be two or more characters who perform the role of the mentor. In “Legally Blonde,” the main mentor is a lawyer assisting the law professors and the second mentor is one of the law professors herself.

How does the mentor initially seem like the least likely person who can help the hero?

How does the mentor teach the hero another way to live by adopting a different, more empowering belief?

How does the mentor help the hero near the Rock Bottom moment?

How does the mentor’s lesson help the hero defeat the villain in the end?





Outlining
 the Ally’s Emotional Problem


While a mentor helps the hero deal with the emotional problem, the ally helps the hero deal with the physical problem. The ally typically suffers from a similar emotional problem as the hero. This allows the ally to help the hero reach a physical goal, but then have the hero turn around and help the ally change to reach a similar physical goal that the hero needs to achieve. Like the hero, the ally must solve the emotional problem first before achieving the physical goal.

The basic structure of the ally’s story looks like this:


	Act I - The ally often does not appear until the hero enters an unfamiliar world.

	Act IIa - The hero needs help from an ally.

	Act IIb - The hero show the ally a better way to live.

	Act III - The ally helps the hero again and in the process, finally changes into a better person.



This is how the ally’s story works in the following movies:




“Legally Blonde”



	Act I - No ally.

	Act IIa - After getting discouraged and ostracized in law school, the hero needs help from a hairdresser.

	Act IIb - The hero helps the ally get back her dog from her ex-boyfriend and win the attention of a UPS deliveryman.

	Act III - The ally shows up in court to support the hero and shows up with the UPS deliveryman by her side.






“Little Miss Sunshine”



	Act I - The hero needs to get to the beauty pageant so her father, her ally, agrees to drive her and the family to the pageant.

	Act IIa - The father tries to help the hero by telling her to avoid ice cream to stay skinny, but winds up making the hero feel worse.

	Act IIb - After seeing how much the pageant means to the hero, the ally takes charge and smuggles the grandfather’s dead body into the back of the van.

	Act III - The ally refuses to get the hero off the stage and dances with her, encouraging the whole family to get on stage and dance as well, bringing the entire family together.






“Top Gun: Maverick”



	Act I - The hero first sees his ally, Rooster, who is the son of his dead friend.

	Act IIa - The hero tries to make peace with Rooster, but fails.

	Act IIb - The hero chooses Rooster was his wingman.

	Act III - Rooster urges the hero to fight without regard to Rooster’s own safety, which helps the hero defeat the enemy and bring Rooster home safely.



Many stories have an ally who helps the hero, but if the interaction just stops there, the story will feel flat and unconvincing. By having the ally help the hero, then have the hero turn around and help the ally makes the ally more real because they change just as the hero changes. When both the ally and hero change emotionally, they both become better people in the end, and that creates a stronger and more satisfying story ending.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify one (or more) allies who help the hero. Why does the hero need the ally’s help?

What emotional problem does the ally suffer from that’s similar to the hero’s own emotional problem?

How does the hero help the ally change?

How does the ally help the hero defeat the villain in the end and show they’ve changed for the better?





Summary



The foundation of every story is the emotional problem of the hero. Adding in an emotional problem for the mentor and ally makes the story stronger and more memorable.

The mentor teaches the hero how to resolve the emotional problem while the hero teaches the ally how to resolve an emotional problem. The more emotional problems and the more intense the emotions, the more intriguing the overall story will be.

When outline a story, start with how the hero gradually resolves the initial emotional problem. Then outline the villain’s pursuit of a physical goal. Add another outline for the mentor’s emotional journey and still another outline for the ally’s emotional journey.

Combining the hero’s emotional journey with the mentor and ally’s emotional journeys and you’ll create a stronger story. Remember, physical action may be what people remember, but without an emotional foundation, even the best physical action will be forgotten.
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FOUNDATIONAL SCENES IN A STORY











E
 very story is told in scenes. A scene takes place in a single location with characters in conflict with each other or their environment. Every scene must change the life of the hero of that scene. By the conclusion of the scene, a hero’s life must be dramatically different than it was in the beginning of the scene.

The best way to change the hero’s life from the beginning of a scene to the end is to shatter expectations. Each time the hero enters a scene, he or she must have an expectation for what will happen. Then by the end of that scene, that expectation gets shattered. This puts the hero in a better or worse position than before.

In “Legally Blonde,” the hero goes to meet with her boyfriend for dinner where she expects her boyfriend will propose. Instead, he dumps her. Where her expectations were positive at the start of the scene, they get shattered to make her situation worse by the end of that scene.

On the other hand in “WALL-E,” the hero is scavenging through garbage, hoping to find something interesting. After getting knocked over when he accidentally discharges a fire extinguisher, he finally discovers something he’s never seen before: a tiny green plant. In the beginning of the scene, the hero’s expectations were hopeful but by the end, his situation is even better because he found an extremely rare item.

By shattering the hero’s expectations in either a positive or negative manner, a scene changes the hero’s life in a noticeable way that keeps the story moving forward. What a scene can never do is end with the hero in the same emotional state as he or she was in the beginning.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify a scene. What is the hero’s expectation before that scene? By the end of that scene, has the hero’s life gotten better or worse?





Different Scene Types



Stories are created using two types of scenes:


	Minor scenes

	Major scenes



Minor scenes are short, often with little or no conflict between the characters in that scene. The main purpose of a minor scene is to provide crucial information needed to understand events that occur later in a major scene. Minor scenes raise a mysterious question that remains unresolved until answered later in a major scene.

In “The Shawshank Redemption,” there’s a minor scene where the hero works in a laundry room. A prison guard enters the laundry room and speaks to the supervisor. This creates a mystery that gets immediately answered when the supervisor tells the hero he’s no longer working in the laundry room.

The mystery is why is the hero told he’s no longer working in the laundry room? The answer to that unresolved question comes in the next scene where we learn that the hero has been transferred to work in the prison library instead. Then another prison guard shows up and we learn that the hero has been transferred to the library so he’ll have a quiet place to provide financial planning advice to the prison guards.

A minor scene’s greatest strength is its brevity that immediately introduces a mystery. Now we want to know more about what this mystery means.

Unlike minor scenes, major scenes tell an interesting mini-story with a hero trying to achieve a goal and facing conflict from a villain. That villain can be an object or something in nature such as a hurricane, but typically is another person. The villain in that scene may be bad but can be someone with their own goal that just happens to conflict with the hero’s goal.

In the opening scene to “Rocky,” Rocky and another boxer fight where only one can win the boxing match. This directly pits the hero against a villain because they’re both fighting over the same goal (winning the boxing match).

Later in another scene, Rocky visits Adrian at a pet store. Rocky’s goal is to charm and win her over, but the pet store boss’s goal is to make sure Adrian works and doesn’t get distracted by Rocky. Unlike the boxer in the opening scene, the pet store owner isn’t fighting against Rocky to achieve the same goal. His goal is to flirt with Adrian but the pet store owner’s goal is to keep Adrian from getting distracted from her work by Rocky.

In this case, the hero (Rocky) and the villain (the pet store owner) are not fighting over the same goal. Instead, they both have different goals, but for one person to win, the other must lose.

A major scene’s greatest strength is that it tells a mini-story involving conflict between characters that concludes with a definite winner and loser.

By the end of a minor scene, the hero’s life has forever changed in a seemingly trivial manner. By the end of a major scene, the hero’s life has forever changed in a far more important manner.

The minor scene in “The Shawshank Redemption” shows the hero working in a laundry room. His unspoken expectation is that he’ll finish that scene still working in the laundry room, but that minor scene ends by surpassing his expectations. Now his life has changed for the better by working in the library, which is a far quieter and easier job. This represents a minor improvement in the hero’s life.

At the beginning of the scene where the hero finds himself in the library represents a major scene. He doesn’t know why he was assigned to the library when the librarian doesn’t need any help. Then a prison guard shows up and the hero fears for the worst. Suddenly his expectation of not knowing why he’s in the library changes dramatically when it turns out the prison guard wants the hero’s advice for financial planning.

Now the hero’s life has gone from having a hard, boring job in the laundry room to having an easy job assignment in the library where helping and befriending the prison guards means the hero’s life has dramatically changed for the better.

By themselves, minor scenes only make sense when combined with major scenes. Major scenes often don’t make sense until combined with minor scenes. Major scenes act like building blocks that tell the bulk of a story. Minor scenes act like mortar holding the major scenes together.

Minor scenes are short (less than a page in length) and mostly exist to:


	Provide information to the audience.

	Raise an unresolved question that will be answered later by a major scene.



The action in minor scenes is usually unimportant. What matters is the information they reveal about the story and the unresolved questions they pose.

Major scenes are much longer and mostly exist to:


	Tell a complete mini-story that concludes at the end.

	(Optional) Answer previously unresolved questions posed by earlier scenes.

	Raise an unresolved question that will be answered in a later scene.



In the beginning of every major scene, a hero has a goal. By the end of that scene, the hero either gets that goal or fails. This resolution makes a scene complete and satisfying.

In addition, somewhere in the middle, each major scene often answers unresolved questions from earlier scenes while also raising a new unresolved question that will be answered in a later scene. This connects one scene to another like links in a chain. Such interconnected scenes keep giving answers while introducing new, unresolved questions. Each new, unresolved question keeps moving the story forward until the very end.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify short minor scene. What unresolved question does this minor scene ask? How does the conclusion of this minor scene change the hero’s life in a small way?

Identify a major scene that involves conflict. Who wins by the end of the major scene? What unresolved question does this major scene ask? Does this major scene answer a previously unresolved question from an earlier scene? How does the hero’s life change from the beginning of the scene to the end of the scene?





Using
 Setups and Payoffs


Scenes only work when they’re related to other scenes. When one scene poses an unresolved question, a later scene poses another unresolved question before answering the previous unresolved question. In this way, each unresolved question strengthens the story’s hold on an audience and each answer provides a constant stream of satisfying resolutions.

In the first half of a story, scenes will focus more on introducing long-term, unresolved questions while posing and answering short-term unresolved questions. In the early scenes in “The Hunger Games,” the long-term, unresolved question is what are the Hunger Games and why is the hero’s little sister so afraid she’s going to be picked for it? Later we do learn what the Hunger Games are about and see that the hero’s little sister does indeed get picked as a participant.

In the short-term, the hero’s little sister is terrified of getting picked so the short-term question is whether the hero can calm her little sister down. When the hero sings a soothing song to her little sister, it answers that short-term unresolved question that the hero has succeeded in calming her little sister.

In the second half of a story, scenes will focus on gradually answering long-term, unresolved questions while still posing and answering short-term, unresolved questions. Near the end of “The Hunger Games,” there’s the long-term, unresolved question of will the hero survive the Hunger Games? Then as each of the other participants gets killed one by one, we get our final answer that the hero does survive the Hunger Games.

Before we learn if the hero survives the Hunger Games, there’s the short-term, unresolved question of whether the hero’s partner (Peeta), who has been seriously hurt, will survive. Then the hero risks her life to get the medicine he needs that answers this question that Peeta does survive his wounds.

In both minor and major scenes, this combination of unresolved questions and answers represents:


	Setups

	Payoffs



A setup raises a question that the scene never resolves. Then the payoff answers that question in a much later scene. This is how setups and payoffs work in the early scenes in “The Hunger Games”:


	(Introduce story background) - Because the world of “The Hunger Games” is unfamiliar to most people, it starts with a short explanation about the history of the Hunger Games. The unresolved question is how will this setting play a role in the rest of the story?

	(Introduce villain in a minor scene) - The villain’s henchman (the game maker) is being interviewed on a TV show discussing the upcoming Hunger Games. The unresolved question is how will he shape this year’s Hunger Games? More importantly, the bigger unresolved question is what are the Hunger Games at all?

	(Introduce the hero in a major scene) - The hero calms down her little sister, who dreamt she was chosen for the Hunger Games. The unresolved question is what will happen to her little sister? This scene also answers the first scene’s unresolved question: “How will this setting play a role in the rest of the story?” Now we can see how the story’s background is affecting the hero.



All unresolved questions must stay focused on the main story. In “The Hunger Games,” the main story is the Hunger Games itself as we gradually learn what it is and how it affects the lives of the hero and all the people around her. If a story asks too many unrelated questions, the outcome of each question will muddle the story focus.

Imagine if an early scene in “The Hunger Games” brought up an unrelated question such as whether the hero will pass a test to get a college scholarship. Such a question would have no relation to the main idea of the Hunger Games and would be more distracting than intriguing.

In the above list of the early scenes from “The Hunger Games,” we quickly learn how the history of the Hunger Games plays a crucial role in upsetting the hero’s life by picking her little sister. Then we eventually learn that each year’s Hunger Games emphasizes a different theme of some kind. Finally, we learn that after the little sister gets picked, the hero volunteers in her place to save her. This answers the question of what will happen to the hero’s little sister but asks a new question: What will now happen to the hero?

Constantly asking questions and delaying the answers creates suspense so the audience will keep wanting to know how it all turns out.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify a minor scene that’s relatively short. What type of crucial information does this minor scene provide? What unresolved question does this minor scene ask? What later scene finally answers this unresolved question?

Identify a major scene in that same movie that lasts more than a few minutes. What type of mini-story does the major scene conclude when it ends? What unresolved question does this major scene ask? Does this major scene pose a new, unresolved question? What later scene finally answers this unresolved question?





The Payoff



Every payoff needs a setup and every setup must have a matching payoff. When thinking about setups and payoffs, plan your story with payoffs first. Then go back and figure out how to setup this payoff. This ensures that every payoff has a matching setup.

When stories provide information that sets up a future event that never happens, this makes the setup feel pointless. Imagine someone pulling out a gun, loading it with ammunition, and then hiding it in an ankle holster - and then that gun is never used in the rest of the story. That would make the entire gun pointless since it’s never paid off.

When stories introduce a payoff without setting it up first, the payoff feels like it comes out of nowhere. Imagine someone dangling off the edge of a cliff as the villain stands at the top, but suddenly the person dangling off the edge of the cliff can magically fly! If this flying ability was never introduced earlier, letting someone escape by flying will feel like cheating the audience.

Payoffs occur during moments of crisis where the hero must succeed or suffer catastrophic consequences. A crisis backs a hero into a corner with only two choices:


	Do what they’ve always done, which won’t work any more.

	Do something different.



Doing something different surprises and shocks the hero, the audience, and other characters, making that scene unforgettable, and that’s what makes payoffs so important to any story.

In “The Hunger Games,” the hero is being evaluated for her fighting skills. After she misses with an arrow, the evaluators lose interest and focus on eating a roasted pig with an apple in its mouth. To get their attention, the hero shoots an arrow in the apple, shocking the evaluators with her archery skill that could have killed them as well.

This payoff was set up much earlier when the hero killed wild animals with an arrow, demonstrating her skill with the bow and arrow.

In “Little Miss Sunshine,” the hero’s father gets stopped by a policeman. That wouldn’t be so bad but the family is hiding the dead body of their grandfather in the back of their van. When the policeman orders the father to open the back of the van, a stack of pornographic magazines fall out.

To the father’s surprise, the policeman picks up the magazines and talks about how he loves these types of magazines. This makes the policeman much friendlier to the father and he lets the father off without investigating the rest of the van or even giving the father a ticket.

This payoff of the pornographic magazines was set up earlier when the grandfather asked the hero’s uncle to buy some pornographic magazines for him at a gas station.

With every crisis when life could go horribly wrong for the hero, that’s where a story needs a payoff. The most pivotal scenes in every story that requires a payoff offer at the end of each Act such as:


	Leap of Faith (End of Act I) - The payoff occurs when the hero decides to leap into a new, unfamiliar world. The setup must explain the hero’s motivation for entering such an unfamiliar world.

	Midpoint (End of Act IIa) - The payoff occurs when the hero achieves a major goal but learns the villain’s goal is far worse than originally thought. The setup must explain how the hero has been striving to achieve this major goal.

	Rock Bottom (End of Act IIb) - The payoff occurs when the hero suddenly learns something to motivate him or her to confront the villain. The setup must introduce how the hero has really known this all along.

	Climax (End of Act III) - The payoff occurs when the hero battles the villain in the final battle and discovers how to defeat the villain. The setup must explain how the hero learned this skill to defeat the villain, which usually occurs at the Midpoint (end of Act IIa).



These major, pivotal scenes require a surprise that is set up much earlier. This is how these major scenes work in “Legally Blonde”:


	Leap of Faith - The setup earlier is that the hero got dumped by her boyfriend and that he’s going to law school. The payoff is that she gets accepted in the same law school to pursue him.

	Midpoint - The setup earlier is that the hero has been studying hard and is actually doing well in law school. The payoff is that the hero uses her knowledge of law to help her friend get her dog back from her ex-boyfriend.

	Rock Bottom - The setup earlier is that the hero has been treated as a sex object all her life and now her professor treats her like one as well. The payoff is that the hero realizes she doesn’t need to let a man define who she is.

	Climax - The setup earlier is that the hero was always smart despite looking and often acting like a ditzy blonde, and that she’s learned a lot from studying hard in law school. The payoff is that she combined her old way of life as a smart blonde with her law school knowledge to win her first case.



This is how these major scenes work in “The Hunger Games”:


	Leap of Faith - The setup earlier is that the hero’s little sister got picked but the hero volunteered to take her place to protect her. The payoff is that she now gets sent to the Capitol to compete in the Hunger Games.

	Midpoint - The setup earlier is that the hero’s fellow tribute has admitted his love for the hero. The payoff is that the hero meets with her fellow tribute and they talk about how they don’t want to change who they are as a way to defy the government.

	Rock Bottom - The setup earlier is that the hero has been protecting a 12-year old girl who’s the same age as the hero’s little sister. The payoff is that despite her efforts, the hero can’t save this 12-year old girl from getting killed. However, she can honor this girl by putting flowers around her to dignify her death.

	Climax - The setup earlier is that the hero and her fellow tribute spoke during the midpoint about not letting the government change who they are. The payoff is that the hero and her fellow tribute decide to deny the government a winner by committing suicide, thereby refusing to let the government change who they are.



Notice that the Leap of Faith scene directly foreshadows the Rock Bottom scene. Likewise, the Midpoint scene directly foreshadows the Climax scene.

The Leap of Faith scene marks the end of the hero’s old physical world and throws the hero into an entirely new physical world. Similarly, the Rock Bottom scene marks the end of the hero’s emotional state of mind and throws the hero into an entirely new emotional state of mind.

In “Legally Blonde,” the Leap of Faith scene occurs because the hero is going to law school to win back her boyfriend. Then the Rock Bottom scene occurs when the hero is thinking about leaving law school because her professor treats her like a sex object.

The irony is that her boyfriend also treated like a sex object but she wasn’t aware of it. Notice how the Leap of Faith scene mirrors the Rock Bottom scene. In the Leap of Faith scene, the hero is going to law school but in the Rock Bottom scene, the hero is planning to leave law school.

In “The Hunger Games,” the hero is being sent into the Hunger Games in the Leap of Faith scene because she volunteered to protect her 12-year old sister by taking her place. Then the Rock Bottom scene is the opposite because the hero fails to save a 12-year old girl from getting killed.

Just as the Leap of Faith and Rock Bottom scenes are mirror images of each other, so are the Midpoint scene and the Climax scene related to each other. The Midpoint scene represents a small victory that foreshadows the Climax where the hero achieves a much bigger victory that’s still related.

In “Legally Blonde,” the Midpoint scene is where the hero pretends to be a lawyer to help her friend get back her dog. Thus the Climax scene is where the hero acts like a real lawyer and helps get her client proclaimed as innocent.

In “The Hunger Games,” the Midpoint scene is where the hero and her fellow tribute talk about defying the government to show that the government doesn’t own them. Then in the Climax, the hero and her fellow tribute defy the government by threatening to kill themselves to keep the government from having a winner for the Hunger Games.

Leap of Faith scene -> mirror opposite -> Rock Bottom scene

Midpoint scene -> foreshadows -> Climax scene


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify a memorable scene where the unexpected happened. How was this unexpected event set up earlier?

Identify the Midpoint scene (about halfway through a movie). How does this Midpoint scene foreshadow the Climax scene at the end?

Identify the Leap of Faith scene that sends the hero into a new, unfamiliar world. How does this scene act as the mirror opposite of the Rock Bottom scene later?





Summary



The simplest way to outline a story is to start by defining the opening and ending scenes so you know where your story begins and how it ends. Then fill in the gaps with the foundation scenes:


	(End of Act I) Leap of Faith

	(End of Act IIa) Midpoint

	(End of Act IIb) Rock Bottom

	(End of Act III) Climax



These foundational scenes represent major plot twists in the story. Each scene must change the hero’s life in some way. The hero enters a scene in one emotional state and ends the scene in a better or worse emotional state.

Minor scenes reveal information and raise unresolved questions. Major scenes tell mini-stories and also raise unresolved questions while often answering previous unresolved questions.

Every scene must contain setups and/or payoffs. A setup introduces crucial information that’s used in a later scene as a payoff. A setup without a matching payoff creates expectations that are never met. A payoff without a matching setup makes a story feel forced and phony.

Scenes keep asking unresolved questions, but before another scene answers that unresolved question, it raises a new unresolved question. By pulling an audience from one scene to another, setups and payoffs keep a story interesting from start to finish.
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PAIRED SCENES – THE BEGINNING AND THE END











O
 nce you know how a story can be told through the structure of major scenes, you might be tempted to start writing. Stop. If you start writing the details of each major scene, you’ll still risk creating a flawed story. That’s because major scenes often directly influence each other. Fail to recognize these relationships and you still risk writing a flawed story.

The most obvious paired scenes are the Beginning and the End. The Beginning starts a story with a goal and the End shows whether the hero got that goal or not. Whatever happens in the Beginning must be resolved by the End.

Imagine a story beginning with no goal whatsoever. That means there’s no way the story can end in a satisfying manner since the End must resolve a question that the Beginning never poses. At the simplest level, you can outline an entire story by focusing solely on the Beginning and the End scenes as shown in the following movies.




“Top Gun”
 Maverick”


	Beginning - Will the hero ever get over his guilt for his best friend’s death?

	End - By protecting and saving his best friend’s son, the hero finally gets over his guilt.






“Little Miss Sunshine”



	Beginning - Will the hero get a chance to compete in a beauty pageant?

	End - The hero finally gets to compete in a beauty pageant.






“The Hunger Games”



	Beginning - Will the hero be able to protect her little sister from the government?

	End - By surviving the Hunger Games, the hero has been able to come back home to look after her little sister.



By making sure the Beginning scene poses a question that an End scene answers, you can outline the basic structure of a story.

The Beginning must pose an initial question.

The End must answer that initial question.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and watch the beginning. What initial question or problem does the beginning pose?

Skip to the end. Does the ending answer the initial question posed in the beginning?

For your own story, define an initial question for the beginning of your story. Then answer that question in the end.





The Beginning
 and the Rock Bottom Moment


The Beginning poses a question and the End answers that question. However, the crucial scene that explains how the hero answers the initial question in the End comes from the Rock Bottom scene at the end of Act IIb.

In the Beginning, the hero starts in a dead end life. By the end of Act IIb (the Rock Bottom scene), the hero’s life has gotten even worse than it was in the Beginning. This is how the Beginning and Rock Bottom scenes work in the following movies:




“The Hunger Games”



	Beginning - Will the hero be able to protect her little sister from the government?

	Rock Bottom- The hero fails to protect a 12-year old girl she befriended in the Hunger Games.






“Die Hard”



	Beginning - Will the hero get back with his wife?

	Rock Bottom- The villain knows who the hero’s wife is and has taken her hostage, making it nearly impossible he will ever get back with his wife.






“WALL-E”



	Beginning - Will the hero find someone to love?

	Rock Bottom - The hero has finally found someone to love, but both of them are about to be flushed out of a garbage compactor and shot out into space where they’ll die.



In “The Hunger Games,” the hero is trying to protect a 12-year old girl who’s the same age as her little sister. By failing to protect this 12-year old girl, the hero now doubts that she’ll survive the Hunger Games so she can get back home and protect her little sister.

In this case, the hero can’t directly protect her little sister but she can protect someone similar to her little sister.

In “Die Hard,” the hero wants to get back with his wife, but in the Rock Bottom moment, the villain is threatening to kill his wife. This makes his goal of getting back with his wife even less likely.

In “WALL-E,” the hero wants someone to love. By the Rock Bottom moment, the hero has finally found someone to love, but just at that moment, he’s in danger of being shot out into space with her where both of them will die.

In the Beginning, the hero in “WALL-E” was alive but alone. In the Rock Bottom moment, the hero is finally with the love of his life, but he’s about to die and lose her forever. Having finally achieved his dream, only to have it ripped away from him at the last moment makes the hero’s life worse.

While there are millions of different ways the Rock Bottom scene can make a hero’s life worse than it was in the Beginning, the best way focuses on identifying what the hero would see as complete failure.

In “The Hunger Games,” the hero wants to protect her little sister. That means complete failure would be seeing her little sister die because she failed to protect her. Since the hero’s little sister is physically far away from the hero, the 12-year old girl’s death is the closest to representing complete failure.

In “Die Hard,” the hero wants to get back with his wife. That means complete failure would mean never getting back with his wife, and that could only happen if his wife is dead. Thus the villain taking his wife hostage and threatening to kill her is the closest to complete failure.

In “WALL-E,” the hero wants to find someone to love. Complete failure could mean never finding someone to love, or finding someone to love only to lose them shortly afterwards.

So the Beginning scene must pose an initial question.

Then the Rock Bottom scene must represent complete failure that answers this initial question.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the hero’s dead end life in the Beginning. Then identify the Rock Bottom moment (usually at the 90 minute mark in a two hour movie). How does the Rock Bottom moment represent complete failure based on the initial question posed in the Beginning?

For your own story, define an initial question posed in the Beginning. Then decide if the hero achieves a goal that answers this initial question in the End. In most happy endings, the hero will answer this initial question. In tragedies, the hero will fail to answer this initial question.

Then identify what would be most tragic and represent complete failure. This moment of complete failure is what needs to occur in your story’s Rock Bottom moment.





The Beginning,
 Rock Bottom, and the End


Just as the Rock Bottom scene is related to the Beginning, so is the Rock Bottom scene also related to the End. The Rock Bottom scene is both the worst thing for the hero and the best in two ways:


	Beginning & Rock Bottom - Represents the complete failure for the initial question posed in the Beginning

	Rock Bottom & End - Forces the hero to overcome their character flaw to answer the initial question in the End



While the Rock Bottom moment represents complete failure for the initial question, it also forces the hero to face his or her character flaw. It’s only at this Rock Bottom moment can the hero finally admit their character flaw and be willing to change.

Many addicts will never change until they hit Rock Bottom. It’s the same way with heroes in a story. No hero will change until they hit Rock Bottom. That’s when they can finally admit that their life isn’t working. At that moment, the hero can finally embrace the lesson the mentor was trying to teach them all along.

The Rock Bottom moment is where the hero finally confronts and resolves their past trauma that created their initial character flaw. Once the hero realizes that their own character flaw is really the problem that has been keeping them from their goal, they can finally change into a better person.

So the Rock Bottom scene is both a complete failure for the initial question posed by the Beginning and the path to success that answers the initial question in the End. Once the hero admits and recognizes that their character flaw is keeping them from their goal, they can eventually abandon their limiting belief (character flaw) and embrace a more empowering belief to reach their goal.

The Rock Bottom scene forces the hero to admit his or her character flaw.

Then the End answers the initial question (from the Beginning), which can only be resolved by the hero overcoming their character flaw.

The Rock Bottom scene thus acts like a link in between the Beginning and End scenes as shown in the following movies:




“Harold and Maude”



	Beginning - Will the hero ever find a reason to live instead of pretending to die all the time?

	Rock Bottom - The hero admits that he accidentally blew up a school chemistry lab and snuck home to avoid punishment. When he got home, the police told his mother that he had died in the chemistry lab explosion. At that moment, the hero realized he liked the idea of being dead more than being alive.

	End - The hero finally embraces being alive instead of pretending to be dead.






“Die Hard”



	Beginning - Will the hero get back with his wife?

	Rock Bottom - The hero admits that his own stubbornness was responsible for driving his wife away.

	End - The hero finally gets back with his wife.






“The Matrix”



	Beginning - Will the hero ever understand the world around him?

	Rock Bottom - The hero admits that he’s not the chosen one, but just an ordinary guy.

	End - The hero finally understands that anyone can learn to see beyond the world around him.



Notice the Beginning, Rock Bottom, and End scenes help tell the complete story. The Beginning introduces the hero’s problem and the End resolves that problem. However, the Rock Bottom moment is where we learn how the hero developed their character flaw (limiting belief) that put them in their dead end life in the beginning.

In the Rock Bottom moment, the hero admits and acknowledges their character flaw. Once the hero realizes their character flaw is holding them back, they know how to change so they can resolve their emotional problem.

Although the Rock Bottom moment is where the hero’s life hits the lowest point of the entire story, it also represents a rebirth of the hero into a better person. By recognizing their character flaw, the hero now knows exactly how to resolve their emotional problem, which will ultimately resolve their physical problem.

The hero’s character flaw is the key to resolving both the physical problem and the emotional problem. The more the Rock Bottom moment can feel like a disaster for the hero, the faster the hero will abandon their character flaw and be ready to change for the better.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the initial question posed in the beginning and the answer resolved by the end. Then identify the Rock Bottom moment (at the 90 minute mark in a two hour movie) where all appears lost and the hero admits their character flaw that created their initial limiting belief.

For your own story, define the initial question in the Beginning and determine how that initial question gets answered in the End. Then define the Rock Bottom moment where the hero confronts their traumatic past that created their initial character flaw.

How does this Rock Bottom moment force the hero into admitting their character flaw?





The Beginning Scene



The Beginning consists of two primary scenes: introducing the hero and introducing the villain. Some stories introduce the villain first and then the hero (“Star Wars”) while others introduce the hero first and then the villain (“Toy Story”).

When introducing the hero, the Beginning must let us know:


	Who the hero is

	Why we should care about the hero

	What unique skill or trait the hero already possesses

	The character flaw



Identifying who the hero is and why we should care about the hero usually occurs at the same time. The hero is often an underdog with low status and struggling in some way, which immediately makes them sympathetic. Look at how the hero is introduced in the following movies:


	“The Matrix” - The hero sees strange messages on his computer that seems to know what’s going to happen to him, leaving him confused.

	“Soul” - The hero is a middle school music teacher trying to teach kids the joy of music as they play atrociously and all but one kid seems disinterested in music.

	“The Hunger Games” - The hero is living in a rundown home, trying to comfort her screaming little sister from a nightmare.

	“Die Hard” - The hero is afraid of flying as his plane lands in Los Angeles.



Each hero must also demonstrate a unique skill or trait while also displaying their character flaw. Heroes often reveal their character flaw through interaction with another person. Look at how the hero’s unique skill and character flaw are revealed in the following movies:


	“Legally Blonde” - The hero is actually smart and a leader, but thinks she needs a man to make her happy.

	“Back to the Future” - The hero is good at playing the guitar but lacks confidence in himself.

	“Toy Story” - The hero is a leader who cares about making his owner happy, but he’s too obsessed with being the favorite toy of all.

	“Rocky” - The hero can box well, but nobody respects him.



The faster we know who the hero is, why we should care about the hero, what unique skill the hero has, and what character flaw the hero needs to overcome, the sooner the story can get started.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and see how fast you can identify the hero. What makes the hero sympathetic? What unique skill or character trait does the hero have? What character flaw does the hero suffer from?

In your own story, what skill would be most useful in your particular story setting? In “Star Wars,” the hero is good at driving a land speeder, which helps us believe he could also fly an X-Wing fighter. In “The Shawshank Redemption,” the hero is smart, and he uses his brains to eventually escape and get revenge on the villain.

What character flaw does the hero have that most people can relate to? The more relatable the character flaw, the more sympathetic the hero will be and the more the audience will root for the hero’s success.





The Rock Bottom
 Scene


After the midpoint of a story, the hero’s life starts going downhill rapidly. By the end of Act IIb, the hero’s life is lower than it was in the beginning. However, the Rock Bottom moment is both the worst thing that could happen to the hero but also the best thing. The Rock Bottom moment consists of the following:


	Complete failure of the initial question posed in the Beginning

	Revelation of a haunted past that has shaped the hero (or the mentor) since the Beginning



In most cases, the Rock Bottom moment forces the hero to admit their character flaw so they can change. In “Die Hard,” the hero finally realizes his own arrogance is what drove his wife away from him. By recognizing this, he can now get back with his wife (assuming the villain doesn’t kill hero first).

In other cases, the Rock Bottom moment focuses on the mentor revealing a haunted past. In “The Karate Kid,” the hero discovers the mentor drunk and regretting losing his wife and son. In the remake of “The Karate Kid,” the mentor’s haunted past is even stronger when he reveals he feels responsible for his wife and son’s death so he smashes a car every year to remind himself of his guilt.

Whether the hero admits his or her haunted past or sees the mentor going through their own haunted past, the Rock Bottom scene must be emotional since it marks a pivot point in the hero’s journey.

Whether the hero realizes their own fault or sees the vulnerability in their mentor, they (and the audience) suddenly experience an emotionally vulnerable moment that makes us wonder how can the hero possibly succeed any more.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and look for the Rock Bottom moment (around the 90 minute mark in a two hour movie). What emotionally vulnerable moment occurs that affects the hero?

In your own story, decide whether to show the hero or the mentor facing a haunted past. If the hero has a distinct character flaw in the Beginning, the hero should face their haunted past in the Rock Bottom moment. In “Back to the Future,” the hero complains to his girlfriend that he doesn’t think he’s good enough to play the guitar.

If the hero does not have a distinct character flaw in the Beginning, then the mentor may face their haunted past in the Rock Bottom moment. In “Star Wars,” the hero’s character flaw is simply not trusting himself, but it’s not a major obstacle in the story. Thus the Rock Bottom moment occurs when the mentor (Obi-wan) faces a haunted past by dueling with Darth Vader using light sabers.





The End Scene



Most people write a story from the beginning but it can be more useful to start at the end. By working backwards from the end, you’ll know exactly how the story is going to end. That way you’ll know how to introduce crucial ideas earlier in the story.

Even if you don’t know all the details of your story yet, start at the end with the final emotional impact you want the audience to remember. That final scene must be emotionally satisfying and memorable because that encapsulates the entire tone of the complete story.

The last scene in “Back to the Future” shows the hero and his girlfriend climbing into the time machine with Doc, the mad scientist, as he’s about to head into the future. The joke is that Doc needs the hero and his girlfriend to fix a problem with their kids.

The last scene ends with a joke, reflecting the comedic tone of the entire story, and gives us one last sight of the time machine before it takes off. The emotion reflects the humor and silliness of the story and the time machine.

In “Don’t Breathe,” the last scene shows the hero leaving town at the airport with her little sister. This was the hero’s original goal from the beginning so the last scene shows she finally succeeded.

Since “Don’t Breathe” is a horror story, the last scene also includes the hero watching a news story on TV showing that the villain survived after all, although he doesn’t reveal that the hero exists or that the hero took his money. Thus the last scene ends with a sense of dread that the villain is still alive, but also a sense of hope that the hero succeeded in saving her little sister.

In “Star Wars,” the last scene shows the hero getting a medal during a ceremony honoring the heroes of the battle. The hero stands triumphant knowing that he started the story as a farm boy and ended the story as a war hero who finally got the amazing adventure he always wanted.

The End scene gives your story one last emotional impact that should reflect:


	The tone of the story.

	The main details of the story.




Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and watch that last scene. What emotion does that last scene evoke? How does this last scene embody the tone and spirit of the entire story?

Study the last scene in other movies and by watching the last scene, you should be able to figure out the tone of the story (horror, action, comedy, etc.) and the setting of the story (a battlefield, a house in Victorian England, the present day world, etc.).

In your own story, decide the type of emotion you want an audience to feel in the last scene. How can you visually evoke that emotion? How can the last scene embody the tone of the story? (A comedy often ends with a last joke, a horror story often ends with a disturbing threat, an action thriller often ends with a triumphant moment, a romance often ends with a validation of true love, and a drama often ends with a happy, tragic, or ambiguous ending that emphasizes the tone of the story.)

What is the main story that can be symbolized in the End scene? “Fury” is a World War II movie so the last scene involves German soldiers marching away from an American tank with the hero hiding underneath. This emphasizes the war story.





Summary



The Beginning poses an initial question. The End answers that question. The Rock Bottom scene in between serves two purposes:


	In relation to the Beginning, the Rock Bottom scene shows what complete failure of the initial question looks like.

	In relation to the End, the Rock Bottom scene forces the hero into admitting their character flaw, which is the key to resolving the initial question.



The Beginning scene introduces the hero and their character flaw along with an initial question. The Rock Bottom scene shows the hero’s complete failure to answer the initial question, but also forces the hero to face the haunted past.

Then the End scene answers that initial question where the hero finally abandons their character flaw to defeat the villain.
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PAIRED SCENES - THE FALSE VICTORY AND THE CLIMAX











T
 he Beginning and the End defines the framework for where the story starts and where it ends. Pairing the Beginning and the End scenes with the Rock Bottom scene helps outline an entire story.

To further refine the middle of the story, consider some additional paired scenes:


	Leap of Faith (end of Act I) and Rock Bottom (end of Act IIb) scenes

	Leap of Faith (end of Act I) and the False Victory (end of Act IIa) scenes

	False Victory (end of Act IIa) and (end of Act IIb) Climax scenes







The Leap
 of Faith and the Rock Bottom Scenes


The Leap of Faith scene occurs when the hero leaves their old, familiar world and enters a new, unfamiliar world. In “The Matrix,” the Leap of Faith occurs when the hero takes the red pill that will let him see for himself the true nature of reality. Then he wakes up in one of many tubs where human bodies are being used as living batteries to power the machines.

Since entering an unknown world can be so frightening, the villain must cut the hero off from their old, familiar world. This gives the hero no choice but to take a Leap of Faith and enter a new world.

Where the hero enters an unfamiliar world in the Leap of Faith scene, the hero is at risk of leaving this same unfamiliar world in the Rock Bottom scene where all appears lost. The Rock Bottom scene represents the complete failure of the initial question posed in the beginning, but also represents the opposite of the Leap of Faith.

The Leap of Faith and Rock Bottom scenes demonstrate this opposite comparison in the following movies:




“WALL-E”



	Leap of Faith - The hero stows away on a rocket to follow Eve, a robot he loves, which takes him to a starship holding the remnants of the human race.

	Rock Bottom - The hero is crippled and dumped in a trash compactor that is about to shoot him and Eve out of the starship holding the remnants of the human race.






“Django Unchained”



	Leap of Faith - The hero decides to learn from a bounty hunter and change from bring a slave to acting like a free man.

	Rock Bottom - The hero has run out of ammunition and gives himself up to save his wife after a gun battle at the villain’s home. Now he goes from a free man back to a slave again.






“Titanic”



	Leap of Faith - On the verge of killing herself, the hero meets Jack (her mentor), and pretends that he saved her.

	Rock Bottom - As the ship starts to sink, the hero gets on a lifeboat while Jack stays behind on the doomed ocean liner.



The Leap of Faith scene highlights a positive development in the story while the Rock Bottom scene highlights a negative development in the story. Whatever the Leap of Faith scene might be, the Rock Bottom scene is the complete opposite.

The simplest way to make the Rock Bottom scene the opposite of the Leap of Faith scene is to focus on the action of the hero. In “WALL-E,” the hero is sneaking into a starship in the Leap of Faith scene, but is getting shot out of that same starship in the Rock Bottom scene.

Similarly, the Leap of Faith scene in “Titanic” has the hero threatening to kill herself before she meets Jack. Then in the Rock Bottom scene, the hero is pushed into a lifeboat to save her life where she risks leaving Jack behind.

The Leap of Faith scene is the opposite of the Rock Bottom scene.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the Leap of Faith scene (the 30 minute mark in a two hour movie) and the Rock Bottom scene (the 90 minute mark in a two hour movie). How is the Leap of Faith scene positive for the hero? How is the Rock Bottom scene negative for the hero in a way that’s the opposite of the Leap of Faith scene?

In your own story, what action occurs when your hero enters a new, unfamiliar world in the Leap of Faith scene? How can the hero be forced to do the opposite action in the Rock Bottom scene?





The Leap
 of Faith and False Victory Scenes


At the end of Act I, the hero enters a new world in the Leap of Faith scene solely to pursue a Symbol of Hope. Then by the midpoint of the story at the end of Act IIa, the hero finally achieves that goal. Unfortunately, this goal fails to defeat the villain or change the hero in any meaningful way, which is why it’s a False Victory.

So the Leap of Faith and False Victory scenes work together because the Leap of Faith scene introduces the goal the hero wants to achieve and the False Victory scene shows the hero achieving that goal. Look at the relationship between the Leap of Faith scene and the False Victory scenes in the following movies:




“Die Hard”



	Leap of Faith - The hero escapes terrorists and tries to contact the police.

	False Victory - The hero finally contacts the police by throwing a dead terrorist on the hood of a police car that’s about to drive away.






“The Hunger Games”



	Leap of Faith - The hero leaves for the Capitol with her fellow tribute, Peeta, to participate in the Hunger Games.

	False Victory - The hero becomes friends with Peeta the night before the Hunger Games.






“Legally Blonde”



	Leap of Faith - The hero leaves for law school.

	False Victory - The hero uses her knowledge from law school to pretend to be a lawyer and help her hairdresser friend get back her dog from her ex-boyfriend.



The Leap of Faith scene sets the hero out on a goal and the False Victory scene shows the hero achieving that goal. The goal the hero pursues is related to the Symbol of Hope that has given the hero a direction since the beginning of Act I.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the Leap of Faith scene (the 30 minute mark in a two hour movie). When the hero enters a new, unfamiliar world, what goal is the hero pursuing? Identify the False Victory scene (the 60 minute mark in a two hour movie). When the hero achieves a False Victory, what goal does he or she achieve?

In your own story, identify a goal, related to the Symbol of Hope, that the hero can pursue into an unfamiliar world. How does the hero achieve that goal in the False Victory scene in the midpoint of your story?





The False Victory
 Scene Starts Exposing the Villain’s Real Goal


The False Victory scene occurs in the middle of the story and marks a turning point in the story. The first half of the story (Act I and Act IIa) shows the hero largely ignorant or isolated from the real danger posed by the villain. After the False Victory scene, the real threat to the hero appears as the villain’s true goal is gradually revealed.

In “WALL-E,” the first half of the story is about the hero following a robot named Eve who he loves. The hero has found a plant that Eve wants to protect because that’s her mission. However, the real danger is that the villain wants to destroy the plant and keep the human race marooned in space forever so they never return to Earth.

In “Alien,” the first half of the story is about finding an alien, but the second half of the story involves the hero learning the villain’s real goal, which is to bring back the alien alive even at the expense of the entire crew.

In “Don’t Breathe,” the first half of the story is about the hero breaking into the home of a blind man to steal his money. However the second half of the story reveals the villain’s true goal, which is to kidnap a woman and impregnate her for a child to replace his dead daughter.

Besides starting to reveal the villain’s true goal, the False Victory scene also foreshadows the Climax where the hero confronts the villain.

In “Beauty and the Beast,” the hero discovers the enchanted rose that loses petals to create a deadline. Then during the Climax, the hero embraces the Beast and declares her love for him just as the last petal falls.

In “Avatar,” the hero has just made love to a female alien when human bulldozers arrive and start plowing down the forest. That’s when the hero attacks the bulldozers, which foreshadows the Climax scene when he helps the aliens attack the humans.

In “Tangled,” the hero is trapped in a cavern and uses her magic hair to light the way out of the cavern. In the Climax scene when the hero fights the villain, the hero’s friend cuts her hair off to kill the villain.

The False Victory scene starts the gradual revelation of the real threat facing the hero by exposing the villain’s true goal. Although the introduction of the villain in Act I hints at the villain’s goal and the villain’s actions in Act IIa threaten the hero, the real danger remains hidden until the False Victory scene. Then the end of Act IIb completely reveals the villain’s goal.

In “The Matrix,” the villain’s actions trying to capture computer hackers and the hero in Act I hint at the villain’s goal. Then in Act IIa, the hero learns about the threat the villain poses to the human race. The False Victory scene occurs when the hero learns he will be able to fight the villain and dodge bullets.

So the first half of any story looks like this:


	Act I - Introduce the villain and a hint of the villain’s goal

	Act IIa - Show the villain’s power that will be used to fight the hero



These two clues about the villain’s goal look like this in the following movies:




“Alien”
 (The villain’s goal is to bring back the alien alive even at the expense of the crew)


	Act I - The hero’s starship is ordered to investigate a mysterious signal and they discover the wreckage of an alien craft along with the first signs of alien life.

	Act IIa - The alien latches on to the face of a crew member and the science officer lets the alien into the starship against orders and rules.






“The Matrix”
 (The villain’s goal is to wipe out the human resistance fighters)


	Act I - The villain threatens the hero and inserts a mechanical bug into him.

	Act IIa - The hero sees the wreckage of a human city that the machines destroyed and also sees an agent pointing a gun at him in a simulation of a city.






“The Hunger Games”
 (The villain’s goal is to use the Hunger Games as a way to break the spirit of everyone in all the subjugated districts)


	Act I - The villain forces everyone to participate in the lottery drawing for the Hunger Games while showing film clips of past events where teenagers try to kill each other.

	Act IIa - The hero sees the career tributes who come from districts loyal to the government and who train their entire lives to fight.



In stories that have a single, powerful villain, the villain will have a goal that’s hidden in the first half of the story. However, some stories do not have a single, powerful villain but a series of unrelated villains. In this case, multiple people play the role of the villain and put increasing pressure on the hero.

The following shows how multiple villains gradually put pressure on the hero in movies without a single, powerful villain:




“Little Miss Sunshine”



	Act I - The villain represents any obstacle keeping the hero from competing in the beauty pageant, which includes the van partially breaking down.

	Act IIa - Although there’s no physical villain, the biggest threat is the hero’s own doubt making her fear losing.






“Thelma and Louise”



	Act I - The first villain is Thelma’s husband who is trying to keep her home. The next villain is the man trying to rape Thelma in the parking lot, which increases the threat.

	Act IIa - After Louise kills the rapist, the police start looking for the hero. The initial threat is that the hero may go to prison. Another threat appears when Thelma first meets a hitchhiker.



When a story consists of multiple villains who have no relation to each other, their interaction with the hero gets increasingly dangerous. In “Little Miss Sunshine,” the first obstacle is the family’s van that partially breaks down, forcing them to push start it every time they want to go anywhere.

Later in the story, a policeman nearly discovers the family is hiding the grandfather’s dead body in the back. If he discovers this dead body, he’ll keep the hero from getting to the beauty pageant.

In “Thelma and Louise,” each man the hero meets represents a different threat. The rapist is the biggest threat but then the police gradually become the larger threat. With multiple villains, each villain represents a different danger that increases the risk to the hero.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and watch Act I (the first 30 minutes in a two hour movie). When introducing the villain, how does Act I also hint at the villain’s true goal?

Watch Act IIa (between the 30 and 60 minute mark in a two hour movie). How does the villain exhibit his or her power in Act IIa that will be used to attack the hero later?

In your own story, define the villain’s true goal. How is this goal be hinted at when introducing the villain? How can this goal hint at the villain’s power that will be used in the final battle against the hero?





The False Victory
 Scene and the Climax Scenes


The False Victory scene appears in the middle of the story and represents a pivotal change in three ways:


	Shows the hero achieving a Symbol of Hope goal pursued since the Leap of Faith scene.

	Starts revealing the real threat to the hero.

	Foreshadows the battle against the villain in the Climax.



This is how the False Victory scene works and foreshadows the Climax in the following movies:




“Alien”



	The face hugger alien falls off the crew member and he appears all right

	Then his chest bursts open to reveal the real alien threat.

	The hero sees the alien for the first time, which foreshadows her eventual fight to the death with the alien in the end.






“Legally Blonde”



	The hero finally starts doing well in her law classes and even gains the respect of her classmates and professors.

	Then she’s chosen to help her professor work on a real law case.

	After the hero gets chosen to work on a real law case, this foreshadows when she’ll eventually be responsible for the whole case by herself.






“The Hunger Games”



	The hero learns that her fellow tribute is in love with her and becomes friends with him.

	Then she’s thrust into the Hunger Games where everyone is trying to kill her.

	By becoming friends with her fellow tribute, she learns that he doesn’t want to let the government change him, which foreshadows the hero’s defiance against the government in the end.



The False Victory scene’s main connection to the Climax involves foreshadowing. Sometimes that foreshadowing is dramatic and visual such as the alien bursting out of a crew member’s chest in “Alien.”

Other times the False Victory scene’s foreshadowing is more subtle, such as in “The Hunger Games” when the hero and her fellow tribute say they don’t want to let the government change them. Then in the Climax, the hero and her fellow tribute refuse to kill each other and decide to kill themselves to deny the government a victor, thereby proving to themselves that they won’t let the government change them.

In “Legally Blonde,” the False Victory scene occurs when the hero pretends to be a lawyer representing her hairdresser friend. Then in the Climax scene, the hero takes on the role of a real lawyer (despite still being a law student) to defeat the villain.

The connection between the False Victory scene and the Climax may not be obvious, but it’s just one more way to strengthen a story. If the False Victory (midpoint) scene were completely unrelated to the Climax scene in the end, most people may not notice it, but on a subconscious level, this connection makes a story more unified and satisfying.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the False Victory (60 minute) scene and compare it to the Climax scene (near the end) where the hero fights the villain and either wins or loses. How did the False Victory scene seem to bring the hero to success of some kind?

How does the False Victory scene immediately reveal the real threat to the hero? How does the False Victory scene foreshadow what happens in the end when the hero must fight the villain in the Climax?

In your own story, identify how the hero will defeat the villain in the Climax scene. Then foreshadow the hero’s actions in the False Victory scene.





Summary



The major scenes in the middle of any story are the:


	Leap of Faith (end of Act I)

	False Victory (end of Act IIa)

	Rock Bottom (end of Act IIb)

	Climax (near the end of Act III)



The Leap of Faith scene is where the hero pursues a goal, related to the Symbol of Hope, which directly leads to the False Victory scene where the hero achieves that goal.

The Leap of Faith scene also foreshadows the Rock Bottom scene. The Leap of Faith scene is where the hero enters a new, unfamiliar world. The Rock Bottom scene often represents the opposite where the hero is forced out of the unfamiliar world.

The False Victory and Rock Bottom scenes are complete opposites in showing the hero’s life. In the False Victory scene, the hero is momentarily at the highest point in the story that they’ve ever been. Then the Rock Bottom scene drops the hero into the lowest point in the story.

The False Victory scene also foreshadows the final battle with the villain in the Climax. What the hero learns in the False Victory scene often helps the hero fight the villain in the Climax.

By simply outlining the Leap of Faith, False Victory, Rock Bottom, and Climax scenes, you can structure the middle part of your story.












PART
 II





WRITING YOUR OWN SCENES










Once you understand that every story needs critical scenes that work nearly the same in every great movie, the next step is to start writing scenes for your own screenplay. Watching movies can help you identify critical scenes but actually writing these scenes to define your own story will be far more memorable and important.

Scenes aren’t just a means to provide information to the audience but serve specific purposes. Once you know how to create the necessary scenes, you’ll be able to outline and define a story faster and easier than ever before.
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WRITING A SCENE











S
 tories are only as strong as their weakest scene. Therefore it’s crucial that every scene grabs and holds attention, moves the story along by revealing new information about the action, setting, and characters, and poses questions and mysteries to keep an audience wanting to know more.

So rather than jump right in and start writing scenes, it’s best to plan each scene to:


	Maximize the scene’s purpose in the overall story.

	Define how each character tries to achieve their overall goal within that scene

	Tell a mini-story within a scene







Defining
 the Purpose of a Scene


Every scene must move the story forward. To move a story forward, the life of the hero (or a related main character) must change from the beginning of the scene to the end. Change means discovering something new that the character (or the audience) didn’t know before.

One way to ensure change is to have characters enter a scene expecting a certain result, but getting the opposite result instead. In “Legally Blonde,” an early scene shows the hero going to dinner with her boyfriend. The hero enters the scene expecting her boyfriend to propose but by the end of the scene, her boyfriend has actually dumped her. That’s a drastic change for the worse.

Sometimes scenes can thwart expectations for the better. In “WALL-E,” the hero spots a strange rocket ship landing. Suddenly, the rocket ship takes off and leaves a feminine robot behind. Since the hero has been longing to find someone to love, the appearance of this feminine robot is much better than what he initially expected after spotting that rocket ship landing.

The hero’s expectations get thwarted another way when the hero tries to follow the feminine robot and she suddenly turns and blasts a rock into oblivion with her laser. Suddenly what the hero saw as a beautiful robot has changed into a deadly machine that could kill him.

Another way to change a character’s life is to reveal something unexpected. In “The Karate Kid,” the hero goes to meet his mentor. The expectation is that his mentor will be awake and they can talk.

However, the hero finds his mentor drunk and mourning the loss of his wife and son. In the remake of “The Karate Kid,” the mentor goes one step further and explains why he keeps a car in his living room that he smashes every year. It’s because he feels responsible for the death of his wife and son in a car accident.

That scene explains the odd appearance of a car in a living room and further reveals the mentor’s traumatic and painful past. That’s definitely not what the hero expected to learn when entering that scene so it’s another way to thwart the hero’s expectations in entering a scene.

Surprise is the key to make a scene interesting. In “Blood Simple,” a character walks into a room and discovers a dead body. That’s a surprise and unexpected (from the character’s point of view).

Later in “Blood Simple,” another character walks into the same room, expecting to see the dead body, but now it’s gone. That’s another surprise for that particular character.

Surprise doesn’t have to be drastic. Sometimes surprise can just be the unexpected either from a character’s point of view or the audience’s point of view.

In “Room,” an early scene shows the hero talking to the villain, but initially it seems like a typical man and woman arguing about finances in a kitchen. From the characters’ point of view, the conversation is normal, but from the audience’s point of view, the scene shocks us when we discover that the villain has trapped the hero in a backyard shed and the conversation takes place inside of her prison.

Every scene should introduce change by thwarting a character’s expectations in one of the following ways:


	Make the result the opposite of what a character expected.

	Make the result better than what a character expected.

	Surprise a character

	Surprise the audience



Ultimately, the purpose of every scene is to change the lives of the characters so they’ll be forced to respond. Scenes represent pivotal points in a story.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and choose a scene at random. What were the expectations of all the characters at the beginning of the scene? What happened that was worse or better than their initial expectations? How did the scene surprise a character’s expectations?

In your own story, identify the expectations of each character in a scene, even minor characters. The clearer each character pursues their own goal, the more realistic and interesting the interaction between characters will feel.

Once you know each character’s goals in a scene, you also know what they expect. How can you thwart those expectations to be better or worse than expected? How can you surprise a character or the audience?





Identify
 the Goal of a Scene


Every character in a scene has a goal. That means every scene must make this goal clear so we know by the end of the scene whether the character achieved that goal or not. The simple structure for a scene looks like this:


	Initial question

	Answer to that question



Scenes often start by appearing trivial and harmless. Then the real goal or initial question of that scene appears. In “The 40-Year Old Virgin,” the hero is at a friend’s apartment, playing poker with a bunch of guys. As everyone starts talking about their sexual conquests, the initial question of this scene is, “Can the hero hide the fact that he’s still a virgin?” By the end of scene, the hero has failed because everyone knows the hero is still a virgin.

In “The Shawshank Redemption,” an early scene shows the hero in a courtroom, being accused of killing his wife and her lover. The initial question is, “Will the hero be found innocent or guilty?” By the end of the scene, the hero has been found guilty and sentenced to prison.

In “Avatar,” an early scene shows the hero arriving at a strange planet after emerging from hibernation. The initial question is, “What is going on?” By the end of the scene, the answer is clear. The hero has spent over five years in deep sleep, traveling to another planet.

Scenes need to pose an initial question and answer it in the end. If a scene fails to pose an initial question, audiences won’t know why the scene exists. If a scene poses an initial question but fails to answer that question in the end, the story will fill unsatisfying.

While the end of each scene must resolve the initial question, the end often introduces a new question that starts the next scene. In this way, the end of one scene introduces a new initial question that gets answered in the following scene.

This cause and effect link from one scene to another creates a chain of related scenes that collectively tell a story. Because each scene poses an intriguing question, we want to know the answer. Because each answer poses a new initial question, we want to know the answer to that new question, which pulls us through the entire story, scene by scene, until the very end.

In “Avatar,” the hero wakes up from hibernation. This short scene ends when we finally learn the hero has been in hibernation for over five years. This immediately creates a new question, “Why is the hero here?”

That question starts a new scene where the hero arrives at a military base on an alien planet where he sees signs of danger everywhere. We’re still wondering why the hero is here, and by the end of the scene, we get an answer. The hero is on this alien planet to fit into an alien avatar body. This answer creates a new question, “What is the purpose of this alien avatar body?”

Each scene must keep raising the stakes and keep asking questions to hold our attention. Then each scene must answer its initial question while posting a new initial question to carry the story into the next scene.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and pick a scene at random. Can you identify the initial question posed by the scene? Does this initial question get answered, one way or another, by the end of the scene?

In your own story, plot out scenes just by positing an initial question and resolving that question. Make sure the resolution of one question creates a new question for the following scene. You can outline an entire story through initial questions and answers. The first initial question and answer can outline your entire story like this:




“Die Hard”



	Will the hero get back with his wife?

	The hero gets back with his wife.



By asking an initial question and answer, you can outline each Act:




“Die Hard”


Act I


	Will the hero get back with his wife?

	The hero reunites with his wife at her corporate Christmas party.





Act IIa


	After terrorists take over the corporate Christmas party, will the hero contact the police?

	The hero contacts the police by throwing a dead terrorist on the hood of a police car.






Act
 IIb


	Once the police arrive, will they stop the terrorists?

	The police are helpless against the terrorists, forcing the hero to fight them by himself.






Act
 III


	Will the villain kill the hero’s wife?

	The hero saves his wife and gets back with her.







Introducing
 Problems in a Scene


Characters begin with a goal and by the end of the scene, they’ve either achieved their goal or failed to achieve their goal. In short scenes, stating a goal and answering it right away may be fine, but in longer scenes, problems arose to delay the outcome of the goal.

The basic structure of a scene looks like this:


	Introduce a goal one or more characters want to achieve.

	Problems interfere with the character’s goal.

	The character tries a plan B to get their goal.

	The character either gets their goal or fails to get their goal.



Rather than introduce a goal and let characters immediately achieve that goal, longer scenes introduce problems and obstacles that temporarily blocks the desired goal. This creates suspense as the character tries to get what they want, hits an obstacle, finds a way to overcome that obstacle, and eventually get what they want (or fail to get what they want).

In an early scene in “Inglorious Basterds,” a Nazi commander, nicknamed the Jew Hunter, arrives at a farmhouse to interrogate a French farmer. The Nazi commander’s goal is to discover if the French farmer is hiding a Jewish family. The French farmer’s goal is to keep the Jewish family safe.

Immediately, problems arise. The French farmer denies he knows where the Jewish family might be. Then the Nazi commander keeps asking questions about the missing Jewish family, their rumored whereabouts, and the names of each family member.

Then the Nazi commander switches to talking about rats and how nobody would ever harbor warm feelings for a rat that tries to come into their house. The Nazi commander then continues breaking down the French farmer’s resistance by subtly threatening the French farmer’s family, but offering him a way out. In return for pointing out the hiding spot of the Jewish family, the French farmer need only point and then as a reward, his own family will be free from harassment for the rest of the war.

The French farmer finally gives in and points out the location of the Jewish family. The Nazi commander has finally achieved his goal and the French farmer has failed.

In any long scene, the real excitement comes from the battle between characters with opposing goals. This battle can be physical, but more often it’s a battle of wits where the only weapons are action and spoken words. Characters act and speak to get what they want. Their opposing actions and dialogue are what keeps a scene interesting until one character finally gets what they want.

In “Fargo,” there’s a scene where a female police officer goes to the car dealership of Jerry, the man who hired two men to kidnap his wife. The police officer’s goal is to get information about how the dealership tracks cars on their lot. Jerry’s goal is to get the police officer to leave without this information.

As the police officer starts asking simple questions, Jerry gets nervous and upset. The police officer points out that he doesn’t need to be so rude. Then she continues asking how the dealership tracks new cars on the lot. Jerry finally gets frustrated and says he’ll go out and count all the new cars himself to satisfy the police officer.

When Jerry goes out, he hops in his car and drives away, alerting the police officer that something is wrong. The police officer failed in her goal of getting information and Jerry has won, but in the process, Jerry has made himself the prime suspect by leaving the police officer.

The achievement of a character’s goal is rarely the most interesting part of a scene. Instead, it’s the tension that arises from two characters struggling to get what they want while we (as the audience) wonder who will win?

The struggle is more important than the goal, but the goal ultimately determines where the story goes next.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and choose a major scene at random. Identify the goals of each character in that scene. What obstacles or problems keep that character from achieving their goal right away? What actions does each character take to get their goal? How does each character use dialogue to get their goal?

In your own story, outline a major scene by defining the goal of each character, the problems they face, their actions and dialogue used to overcome that problem, and define whether the character gets their goal or not.

Scenes are mini-stories that have their own beginning, middle, and end. By making every scene interesting, your entire story will also be interesting.





Linking
 to Other Scenes


Scenes never exist on their own. Instead, scenes are always connected to other scenes. The ideal story consists of only necessary scenes. Take a scene out and the whole story won’t make any sense.

In “Alien,” imagine taking out the scene where the face hugger alien first latches on to a man, or when the alien bursts out of that same man’s chest. Without seeing and experiencing those two scenes, the rest of the story would not make much sense and would lose much of its emotional impact.

Scenes act like links in a chain. Two ways scenes link to other scenes are:


	Cliffhangers

	Setups and payoffs



Cliffhangers occur at the end of a scene and leave an unanswered question that the next scene will answer. In old serial movies, a cliffhanger scene occurred when the hero would literally dangle off the edge of a cliff with the villain gloating over him. Then the following scene would show how the hero escaped certain death.

In stories, scenes must end with a cliffhanger that creates a new question. In “Raiders of the Lost Ark,” the hero managed to sneak past numerous booby traps until finally arriving at the treasure where he swaps an ancient artifact for a bag of dirt. Then the entire room starts to collapse.

That cliffhanger makes us want to know what happens next as the hero runs out of the room to get out before he’s trapped. Not only does the hero have to dodge booby traps, including a giant boulder rolling down at him, but he must also overcome the treachery of his guide who takes the artifact and then fails to help the hero across a pit.

Finally, the hero makes it outside when another cliffhanger appears. The villain is waiting outside the mouth of the cavern with an army of natives, who take the artifact from the hero.

Now the next scene is whether the hero will successfully escape or not. After running through the forest, the hero manages to dodge arrows and climb into a float plane that takes off and safely gets the hero away from the villain. This scene ends with a much milder cliffhanger where the question is what will the hero do now?

Cliffhangers link one scene to another by making it easy to understand the purpose of the next scene. Combining multiple scenes with cliffhangers one after another creates a fast flowing story. In “Raiders of the Lost Ark,” this fast moving story only slows down once the hero flies safely away from the villain.

Scenes must use that same cliffhanger technique to keep the audience’s attention so they’ll stick around for the next scene. Two ways to create a cliffhanger at the end of every scene is to:


	Thwart expectations

	End with another question



To thwart expectations, we must first know what characters expect. The scene lures us into thinking the character’s expectations will be met. Then at the last second, that expectation get thwarted. The more drastic this reversal, the more it will hold our attention and make us want to find out the answer in the next scene.

In “Legally Blonde,” the hero, Elle, goes to dinner thinking her boyfriend will propose. There are three ways this scene could end:


	Expectations met - Elle’s boyfriend proposes

	Expectations not met - Elle’s boyfriend does not propose

	Expectations thwarted - Elle’s boyfriend dumps her



If expectations are met, the scene will feel emotionally flat. The hero expects something to happen and it does. This is boring.

If expectations are not met, the scene will lack resolution. If we expect Elle’s boyfriend to propose and it doesn’t happen, the scene will feel like something’s missing. Scenes that introduce an expectation but fail to answer it will feel disappointing and pointless. This option will hurt any story.

If expectations are thwarted, the scene will surprise us and make us want to know what the character will do next. The more dramatic this reversal, the more compelling the story will be. If Elle’s boyfriend simply said he plans to propose later, that’s disappointing, but it repeats our earlier expectations that Elle’s boyfriend will eventually propose in the future.

What happens in the actual story is the more dramatic choice. Elle’s boyfriend dumps her. That’s surprising and makes us suddenly want to know what will happen next. To find out, we absolutely must go into the next scene.

A cliffhanger reversal at the end of every scene serves three purposes:


	Makes life harder for the hero

	Alters the relationships between characters

	Forces the hero to react



Making life harder for the hero holds our attention because we want to know what the hero will do next to fix these problems. Seeing the hero’s expectations thwarted creates a greater emotional bond with the audience. Seeing how this reversal changes the relationships between characters makes us want to know where their relationship will go from here. Forcing the hero to respond to this setback makes us want to know what the hero will do now.

In “Titanic,” the hero (Rose) is on the bow of the Titanic, thinking about killing herself when Jack appears by her side. He befriends her, gains her trust, and pulls her to safety. After this scene, the relationship between Jack and Rose is changed forever. Now we’re left wondering what Rose will do about the rich man she’s supposed to marry.

The end of a scene must change the story and change the relationship between characters while forcing the hero to take action based on what happened. Wondering where the story will go and how the characters will deal with this story change will keep us emotionally invested in the next scene where the process (grab and hold attention, intensify emotions, and end with a cliffhanger) starts all over again.


Exercise:
 Pick a scene from a favorite movie and study the ending of that scene. How does the end of the scene shatter our earlier expectation about that scene? How does this dramatic reversal of our expectations change the story by making life harder for the hero while altering the relationship between the characters?





Setups and Payoffs



The end of one scene connects to another scene through a cliffhanger. A second way to connect scenes together is through setups and payoffs. A setup introduces an idea or object and a payoff uses that idea or item in a meaningful way that affects the story.

In “Thelma and Louise,” an early scene shows Thelma packing a gun. This setup lets us know that she has a gun, which later appears as a payoff when her friend, Louise, uses that gun to shoot and kill a man trying to rape Thelma.

Another payoff for that gun appears when Thelma uses it to rob a convenience store. Still another payoff occurs when Thelma uses that gun to force a New Mexico state trooper out of his police car and into the trunk before he can identify them as wanted criminals. Yet another payoff for the gun occurs when Thelma uses the gun to shoot up a tanker truck to punish a sexist truck driver who has been harassing them.

Eliminate the setup and all the payoffs don’t make sense. If we never see Thelma packing the gun, suddenly seeing a gun in all the payoff scenes wouldn’t make sense since we wouldn’t know where the gun came from.

Setup scenes introduce crucial information in a seemingly trivial manner. Then the payoff scene reveals the vital use for that item or information.

Unlike cliffhangers that link one scene after another, setups often occur in a scene far removed from the payoffs later. In “Back to the Future,” one setup occurs when a woman thrusts a flyer in the hero’s face, raising money for the clock tower that stopped on a certain date and time when it got struck by lightning.

That setup proves crucial when the hero gets trapped in 1955 and his friend, Doc, realizes he can power the time machine by zapping it with the lightning bolt that will strike the clock tower on that exact date and time.

The setup (knowing when lightning will strike the clock tower) appears in an early scene. Then the payoff occurs in a much later scene.

So cliffhangers like one scene after another while setups and payoffs link scenes that are apart from one another. The purpose of both cliffhangers and setups/payoffs is to link scenes together so they don’t appear as completely isolated events with no connection to any other scene.

The more connected scenes are with other scenes, the stronger the overall story will feel. Without cliffhangers, two scenes that appear back to back won’t make sense. Without setups and payoffs, separate scenes won’t make sense on their own.


Exercise:
 Pick a scene from a favorite movie and identify its cliffhanger ending that segues into the next scene. What would happen if this cliffhanger moment didn’t exist?

Identify a crucial moment in a scene. Where was this information or item setup earlier? In “The Shawshank Redemption,” there’s a crucial scene where the warden throws a chess piece through a poster of a movie star, only to realize there’s a tunnel hidden behind that poster. The existence of that poster is setup in a much earlier scene so the existence of the poster on the wall makes sense.

In your own story, identify crucial items or information your hero needs to succeed. Once you know what’s necessary, where can you setup that information or item in an earlier scene?

Examine every scene in your story. How can you end each scene with an intriguing cliffhanger that propels the story into the next scene?





Summary



Every scene tells a story that begins with an initial question and concludes by answering that initial question. Scene that fail to pose an initial question will feel pointless while scenes that pose an initial question but fail to answer it conclusively, one way or another, will feel unsatisfying.

What makes every scene interesting is the struggle between identifying a goal and achieving (or not achieving) it. This struggle can be a physical battle, but is more often a battle where each character uses dialogue to convince or influence others so they can get what they want.

Initially, dialogue is often indirect but as the intensity of the struggle increases, dialogue gets more direct. The struggle between characters, trying to achieve opposing goals, is what makes a scene fascinating to watch.

Scenes never exist in isolation. To connect scenes together, use cliffhangers and setups/payoffs. Cliffhangers connect scenes together, one after another, while setups/payoffs connect scenes together that do not appear one after another. A setup early in a story often appears as a payoff much later in the story.

Scenes are the most important building block of any story. When every scene is interesting, then the entire story will be interesting as well. A story is only as strong as its weakest scene so make sure every scene is as strong as possible.
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THE STRUCTURE OF A SCENE











O
 nce you understand the purpose of a scene (grab and hold attention while creating an intense emotional experience) and the foundational scenes in every story (opening/ending, Symbol of Hope and revealing the villain’s goal), the next step is to understand the basic structure of every scene.

The biggest mistake writers make is to start writing a scene before they understand the structure of that scene. The end result is a weak, diluted, placid scene that excites nobody. The characters feel one-dimensional, the dialogue sounds phony and forced, and the entire direction of the scene feels aimless and rudderless.

The key to writing a scene lies in telling a mini-story that includes a goal, conflict, and suspense. The goal makes us want to know if the hero gets it or not. The conflict creates tension as we hope the hero will get the goal but fear he or she may not get it. Suspense comes while we’re waiting to know what finally happens.

This is the way scenes work:


	A hero has a problem and tries to solve it.

	Complications arise from other people opposing the hero.

	The hero pursues another solution., creating suspense

	The hero solves the problem (or not).



Scenes are interesting because a hero keeps struggling to achieve a goal of some kind. Scenes are boring when they omit one or more of these four parts.

If a scene fails to define a specific goal a hero wants to achieve, the scene lacks a sense of importance and become static and dull.

If a scene fails to block the hero from achieving a goal right away, the scene will be over too soon and feel boring.

If a scene fails to show the hero trying another solution to achieve the original goal, then the scene will lack tension and suspense.

If the scene fails to end and conclusively show us if the hero succeeds or not, the scene won’t feel complete.

Before writing any scene, structure it first. This can be an outline or just text that describes what happens. Before writing a scene, you must know what’s going to happen. Defining the structure of a scene before writing makes writing much easier.

Study the basic outline of the following scenes:




“Blood Simple”



	A man drives a woman in the rain because he wants to get to know her. Then he finally lets her know his true feelings. GOAL: Get to know the woman.

	The woman notices a car following them. COMPLICATION: The man stops the car and waits until the other car drives off.

	The woman mentions they passed a sign and the man says it was for a motel. SUSPENSE: Should he take her to the motel?

	The man and woman make love in the motel room. RESOLUTION: He finally got to know the woman better.



In “Blood Simple,” the man’s goal is not apparent at first, but it’s there from the beginning. In addition, the woman also has a goal too. Her hidden goal is to get to know the man. Then the driver in the car following them also has a goal, which is to follow them. When every character in a scene has a goal and is working towards achieving it, that scene will come alive. If a character does not have a goal, they can’t work towards it and their part of the scene won’t feel as important.




“Soul”



	Joe Gardner, an aspiring jazz musician, enters a nightclub to audition for a famous jazz singer. GOAL: Impress the jazz singer so she’ll invite him to join the band.

	A band member introduces Joe to the jazz singer as his former middle school teacher. COMPLICATION: The jazz singer is not impressed.

	The band starts playing and Joe plays hesitantly then zones out and plays superbly. SUSPENSE: Will the jazz singer be impressed by his piano playing skills?

	The jazz singer stares at Joe, then reveals she’s impressed. RESOLUTION: The jazz singer invites Joe to join her band.



In “Soul,” Joe’s goal is clear from the start, but the jazz singer also has a goal. She wants to find a piano player for her band, but she doesn’t think Joe is the man her band needs. In a scene, the villain isn’t necessarily a bad person. The villain is simply the person keeping the hero from achieving his or her goal.

In any scene, the villain is always trying to do the exact opposite of what the hero wants. In “Blood Simple,” the hero wants to get to know the woman, so the driver in the other car is threatening to keep that from happening. In “Soul,” Joe Gardner wants to join a jazz band but the jazz singer has to approve of him, and initially she doesn’t.

A goal for the hero gives the scene purpose and focus since from the start, we want to know if the hero achieves the goal or not. Conflict creates tension to make us wonder if the hero can achieve the goal or not. When the hero tries again, that creates suspense since the villain initially blocked the hero’s first attempt to get the goal. By the end of the scene, we should know whether the hero got the goal or not.

Take any of these elements out and the entire scene falls apart. To see how this creates a weak scene, here’s how the opening scene of “Don’t Worry Darling” works:



The hero is a woman living in a 1950s style suburban community. When the scene opens, she’s balancing a drink on her head along with two other woman as the women’s husbands cheer them on happily. Then one woman lets the glass slip from her head and bumps into the hero, causing the hero to lose the glass from her head, making the third woman the winner of this contest.







Everybody cheers and the hero pouts about losing, but her husband kisses her to keep her happy. Everybody grabs a drink, the men celebrate a promotion at work, and the women enjoy marital bliss. The end.





This scene goes nowhere because there’s no goal for the hero to pursue. Because she has no goal she’s trying to get, there’s no conflict to get in her way. Since the hero lacks a goal, there’s no reason for her to try a different solution since she has no direction to begin with. Finally, there’s no sense of resolution because the hero had no goal in the beginning.

The lack of a clear goal for the hero means there’s no conflict, no suspense, and no resolution of any kind. This creates a pointless scene that fails to grab our attention. The hero’s life is the exact same in the beginning as it is in the end. Nothing has changed.

In comparison, in “Blood Simple,” the man and the woman are hesitantly reaching out to see if the other shares their affections. By the end of the scene, both of their lives have changed because they’re now lovers.

In “Soul,” the hero is not part of a jazz band and he desperately wants to join the band. After his audition, he’s impressed the jazz singer who invites him to join the band. Joe had a dream of joining the band and by the end of the scene, he’s joined the band. His life has changed dramatically from the start of the scene to the end.

In “Don’t Worry Darling,” the hero’s life never changes in any way, which means this scene fails to tell a story. Just one poorly written scene can hurt a story, but if one scene is poorly written, there’s a high chance multiple other scenes are also poorly written where nothing changes the hero’s life in any meaningful way.

Remember, a story is only as strong as its weakest scene so it’s crucial to make sure every scene grabs attention and holds it by letting us see a hero struggle to achieve a goal and then let us know whether he or she achieved it in the end.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and examine a single scene. Does the hero’s life change from the beginning to the end of the scene?

Does the hero have a goal in the beginning of the scene? Is there a villain that tries to keep the hero from achieving a goal? Does the hero react to the villain by trying a second solution? Does the end of the scene let us know whether the hero achieved the goal or not?





Give
 Every Character a Goal in a Scene


In every scene, every character has a goal. That goal gives each character a purpose for being in that scene. The main character or hero of that scene must pursue a goal and the other characters in that scene have goals of their own that either block or help the hero trying to achieve a goal.

In “La La Land,” there’s a short scene where the hero is on a studio set and goes to buy a cup of coffee. Suddenly, everyone in that coffee shop stops and stares at her because they recognize her as a famous movie star.

The hero’s goal is to buy a cup of coffee. However, the manager of the coffee shop wants to give her the coffee for free.

That scene makes sense because earlier, the hero had worked at that same coffee counter before becoming a famous movie star. The manager is the “villain” in the sense that he tries to thwart the hero’s goal in buying the coffee.

Despite being so short and simple, this scene shows the hero how far she’s come from her days struggling to make ends meet by working at that same coffee counter to now seeing a girl at that coffee counter recognize the hero for being a famous movie star.

Even in such a simple scene, every character has a goal that they’re trying to achieve. Strip away goals and characters have no reason to be there. Poorly written scenes contain characters who either have no goals or take action that doesn’t interact with the hero’s goal in any way.

In every scene, the hero and villain have a goal. By the end of the scene, the hero gets their goal or the villain gets their goal. The villain doesn’t necessarily have to be bad though, just someone with a different goal that stops the hero from getting their own goal.

In “Paddington 2,” the opening scene shows an older female bear and an older male bear eating marmalade sandwiches on a bridge over a river. Their goal is to plan a trip to London.

Suddenly, the “villain,” a small bear cub (Paddington) appears in the river, drowning. Paddington’s goal is to get out of the river, but his sudden appearance interrupts the older bear couple’s goal of planning for a trip to London.

Now the older bears drop their current goal and work together to rescue the drowning bear cub. In the end, they succeed in rescuing Paddington so Paddington has achieved his goal but the older bear couple has failed to achieve their goal, which is to go to London. After rescuing Paddington, the older bear couple changes their goal from going to London to raising Paddington.


	In every scene, a hero has a goal

	Every other character in that scene also has a goal that either helps or hinders the hero’s goal

	By the end of the scene, either the hero or the villain has achieved their goal




Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and examine a single scene. What is the hero’s goal in that scene? What goal do the other characters in the scene have that interferes with the hero’s goal?

Who gets their goal by the end of the scene, the hero or the villain?





Complicate
 the Hero’s Goal


Conflict is the heart of every story. As soon as it’s clear what the hero’s goal might be, stop it by introducing the villain’s goal. This sudden interference of the villain’s goal holds our attention because we want to know who will get their goal, the hero or the villain?

Complications force the hero to deal with this sudden interference. In “La La Land,” the hero entered the studio coffee shop, fully intending to buy a cup of coffee. Then her goal gets interrupted by the manager who tries to give her the coffee for free.

In “Paddington 2,” the older bear couple just want to plan their trip to London. When they spot the drowning bear cub, they shove their initial plans aside and react by working together as a team to rescue the cub.

How a hero deals with a complication reveals that character’s personality. Someone callous and uncaring would let a drowning bear cub die. Someone caring would risk their own life to save the drowning bear cub. Someone arrogant might take the coffee without paying for it. Someone appreciative of how far they’ve come from working in a coffee shop to being a famous movie star might pay for the coffee anyway and leave a big tip.

Complications serve two purposes:


	Create tension and suspense in the scene

	Reveal the hero’s personality




Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and examine a single scene. Who is the villain in the scene? Remember, a villain doesn’t necessarily have to be someone evil, just someone whose goal interferes with the hero’s goal.

What is the villain’s goal and how does it interfere with the hero’s goal? How does the hero react to this interference and how does this reveal their personality?





Suspense in Pursuit
 of a Goal


When the villain interferes with the hero’s goal, the hero must react. This creates suspense as we wonder what will happen next. In the “La La Land” scene, the hero decides she’ll pay for the coffee anyway. In the “Paddington 2” scene, the hero (the older bear couple) decides to rescue the drowning bear cub.

No matter what action the hero takes, the suspense comes in seeing if they’ll succeed in whatever action they take in reaction to the villain’s goal interrupting their own goal. The two possible outcomes are:


	The hero gets what they want

	The villain gets what they want



Beyond achieving a goal, the more important question is how will the hero or villain achieve their goal? This new action must be different from the previous action. In “Paddington 2,” the older bear couple’s first action to get to their goal is to plan for a trip to London. As soon as they see Paddington nearly drowning in the river, they cannot continue planning for a trip to London. So their new action shows them trying to rescue Paddington from the river.

Besides being different, this new, second action must also risk greater stakes. In “Paddington 2,” if the older bear couple fails to rescue Paddington, he could die. In that short scene from “La La Land,” there are no life and death stakes, but instead of just a woman going to buy coffee, the stakes get raised when everyone in the coffee shop recognizes the hero as a famous movie star. Now her reputation is at risk with all eyes watching her. Because the stakes get raised in the scene, the suspense increases based on the hero’s reaction.

In many scenes, the hero’s goal is initially a mystery. Then the suspense increases dramatically as the hero gradually reveals his or her goal. In an early scene in “Fargo,” the hero, Jerry, goes to a seedy bar to meet two equally seedy men. Jerry’s goal seems to be nothing more than meeting these two men.

Instead of the scene starting off peaceful, the two men are mad at Jerry for being an hour late. At this point, we know the hero has a goal of meeting these two men in a seedy bar, but we don’t know what that goal might be.

Suddenly, the conversation shifts where the two men ask Jerry if he brought them a new car and Jerry hands them the keys. Conflict begins when the two men still aren’t happy because they were also expecting $40,000 along with the new car. Now Jerry’s goal is in doubt (suspense) because we’re not sure if these two men accept Jerry’s actions or not. As they question Jerry why he’s giving them a new car and $40,000, Jerry’s goal is finally revealed. He wants to hire these two men to kidnap his wife.

Suspense comes when the outcome of the hero’s goal is in doubt. In the “Fargo” scene, whatever goal Jerry has is in doubt as the two men argue with him about the terms of their deal. Now we can only wonder if Jerry will achieve his goal or not.

The general rules for creating suspense are:


	Disguise the true goal of each character as long as possible

	Make sure nobody gets what they want right away to put the outcome in doubt.




Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and examine a single scene. What outcome is in doubt? How does conflict between the hero and the villain put this outcome in doubt?





Resolving
 the Hero’s Goal


The end of the scene should make it clear whether the hero achieved the initial goal or not. The resolution is actually less about whether the hero got the goal or not, but what happens next and what it means to the hero and villain.

Every scene ending (except for the final scene) must lead into the next scene. That means the end of every scene must also raise questions that only a future scene can answer.

In “Soul,” the scene ends when the jazz singer invites the hero to join her band. Now the next question is how will he do when performing in an actual show?

In “Fargo,” the scene ends when Jerry, the hero, finally gets the two men to agree to his plan for kidnapping his wife. The raises the question of whether they’ll succeed or not.

Sometimes the end of a scene is more important for what it means emotionally to the characters. In the “La La Land” scene where the hero guys a cup of coffee, just paying for her coffee means little physically.

The impact comes from the emotions as the hero sees the old coffee shop where she used to work as a struggling actress, and realizes everyone in the coffee shop recognizes her as the now famous movie star she’s always dreamed of becoming. That emotional realization could only come from the end of that scene, but it’s far more important than the physical act of buying a cup of coffee.

In “Paddington 2,” the older bear couple save Paddington from drowning. That physical act is important, but what’s more crucial is that the older bear couple decide to raise Paddington themselves. Adopting Paddington shows they care for him, and this caring nature helps define Paddington’s own personality.

The end of every scene should do one or both of the following:


	Raise another question that only a future scene can answer

	Emotionally impact the scene’s characters



Every scene but the final scene should raise a question that a future scene must answer. Ideally, scenes should also emotionally change the characters as well. The final scene is the only scene that does not always raise another question for a future scene. However, the final scene must end on a strong emotional change in the hero.

At the end of every romantic comedy such as “Pretty Woman,” the final scene shows the two lovers finally getting together for good. At the end of every action thriller like “Top Gun: Maverick,” the hero physically triumphs in the end and emotionally changes his or her life as a result. At the end of every comedy like “Toy Story,” the hero has emotionally changed into a better person. The following shows typical emotions for the final scene in different movie genres:


	Action thriller - Hero overcomes an emotional problem from the past.

	Comedy - Hero learns to change into a better person.

	Horror - Hero either succumbs to evil or triumphs over evil.

	Mystery - Hero outwits the villain to maintain his or her reputation.

	Romance - Hero finally finds true love to fill an emptiness in their life.

	Drama - Hero learns a lesson about life.




Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and examine a single scene other than the final scene. What question does the end of the scene raise that a future scene will answer? What emotional change does the hero experience at the end of the scene?

Pick the final scene of a favorite movie. What’s the emotion the hero experiences when the final scene (and movie) ends?





Summary



Every scene, no matter how short, must be structured to tell a mini-story that includes a goal, conflict, suspense in whether the hero will achieve the initial goal or not, and a final resolution that poses a question for a future scene to answer. For maximum impact, a scene should end with an emotional charge that makes the scene ending important to the hero.

In a scene, every character has a goal. The hero’s goal defines the direction of the scene while the goals of all the other characters either help or hinder the hero’s pursuit of a goal. How the hero chooses to pursue a goal and how they react to conflict helps reveal their personality.

Before writing a scene, outline the hero’s goal (and the goals of any other characters) and define the conflict between the hero and the villain. Based on this conflict, the hero reacts and then either gets the goal or not. By outlining these four basic steps for a scene, you can structure a scene first before writing it.

Outlining the structural framework of a scene lets you focus on making your scene work first and then writing the scene to make it more effective second.
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THE ELEMENTS OF A SCENE











E
 very scene consists of:


	A place

	A time

	An action

	Characters

	Dialogue



The place where a scene occurs should always be special. Generic settings simply fade into the background. Unique places make the characters’ actions even more interesting. If a scene occurs in a diner, don’t make it an ordinary diner. Make it a seedy diner, an upscale diner, or an old fashion diner. Then force the characters to interact with that unique place in a way that would be impossible if it were just another generic location.

First, specify whether a scene takes place inside (interior) or outside (exterior). The location should work against the hero.

Interior locations can increase a sense of claustrophobia such as in the bar scene in “Star Wars” where the hero finds himself surrounded by aliens of all kinds. Interior locations can also isolate the hero so they can’t get away from a villain, thus increasing their sense of feeling trapped such as the prison interior scenes in “The Shawshank Redemption.”

Exterior locations can make a hero feel helpless and powerless. In “Alien,” crew members walk across the desolate landscape of an unknown planet and then spot the crashed remains of an alien spacecraft in the distance. In “Thelma and Louise,” the hero drives across the wide open country, which makes her look small in comparison.

The place where a scene occurs should be descriptive in some way. It’s easy to describe a scene as taking place in a generic location such as a PARK or SHOPPING MALL. However, it’s better to give a sense for what kind of location the scene takes place. This can be done through a combination of a descriptive name for the location followed by more detailed description immediately afterwards.

In “Pulp Fiction,” one scene takes place in a diner, but this isn’t an ordinary diner. Here’s how the script describes the diner:



EXT. JACKRABBIT SLIM’S - NIGHT

In the past six years, 50’s diners have sprung up all over L.A., giving Thai restaurants a run for their money. They’re all basically the same. Decor out of an “Archie” comic book, Golden Oldies constantly emanating from a bubbly Wurlitzer, saucy waitresses in bobby socks, menus with items like the Fats Dioxin Cheeseburger, or the Wolfman Jack Omelette, and over prices that pay for all this bullshit.

But then there’s JACKRABBIT SLIM’S, the big mama of the 50’s diners. Either the best or the worst, depending on your point of view.





Although this description may be a bit wordy, there’s no mistaking that the location is unique. Now the characters don’t just eat and talk in this diner, but they also interact with 50’s style characters and dance to 50’s music in ways that can only take place in this particular location.

Even if a place is normal, the screenwriter’s job is to give that place a personality. In “Fargo,” a man heads to a meeting with two other men in a bar, which is described as follows:



We are pulling into the snow swept parking lot of a one-story brick building. Broken neon at the top of the people identifies it as the Jolly Troll Tavern. A troll, also in net, holds a champagne glass aloft.

The bar is downscale even for this town. Country music plays on the jukebox.





Notice that the specific details (broken neon, troll) and opinion (“bar is downscale even for this town”) helps paint a visual image of a distinct location. A good rule of thumb is that if a scene describes a location so that you could easily recognize it if you saw it in the real world, then that location description is vivid and descriptive enough.

Most locations are familiar to most people such as a diner or a bar. However, sometimes locations take place in unusual settings. In science fiction or fantasy settings, the location often is compared to a familiar area. In “Star Wars,” Obi-wan Kenobi’s home is described as follows:



The small, spartan hovel is cluttered with desert junk but still manages to radiate an air of time-worn comfort and security.





Even though this home is located in a science fiction world, the description must ground us in the reality of what we know today. That’s why the description is light on specific details and emphasizes feelings such as “time-worn comfort” instead.

Similar to location is the time. In most cases, the time is either day or night. In rare cases, the time can be different such as morning or evening, but only if the scene absolutely requires such preciseness in timing.

As with the location, the time of the scene should work against the hero. A brightly lit scene can work against the hero if the hero is trying to avoid being seen. In “The Hunger Games” when the games first begin, everyone rushes towards supplies and weapons at once, creating a bloodbath. Because this scene takes place in broad daylight, everyone can see each other so the hero can’t hide easily.

A dimly lit scene works against the hero if the hero is trying to find something or a way out such as in every horror movie. In “Night of the Living Dead,” the darkness helps hide the zombies so they can get close to the hero, increasing their threat.


Exercise:
 Pick a scene from a favorite movie and note the location and time. How does the location work against the hero? How does the time work against the hero?

In your own story, identify the purpose of a scene and pick several possible locations that can work against the hero. What time period (day or night) works against the hero? What interior or exterior location can work against the hero?





Describing
 Characters


Every character needs a name and an age range. Are they old, young, middle-age, or a kid? Is their name plain, common, unique, ethnic, or symbolic in some way? Character names should also be distinct from each other. Naming one character Tim and another character Jonathan makes it easy to see the different character names in a screenplay. In comparison, naming one character Tim and another Tom makes identifying each character much harder because the names are too similar.

When describing each character, imagine them captured in a photograph. What are they doing? What about their appearance defines their personality? A woman dressed in an expensive, fashionable dress will look like an entirely different person than if she were dressed in a tight fitting T-shirt and cut offs.

Clothes, posture, and action can define a character immediately. Consider the following character descriptions from “The Hangover”:



At the wheel is Vick, looking as sharp as his Caddy in a half-open shirt and mint condition aviators.

Sitting shotgun is the groom, DOUG BILLINGS, late 20’s, handsome, barefoot, crunchy, an all around great guy.

Behind Vick sits ALAN MERVISH, late 20’s, an anal tax attorney from Connecticut, his Izod shirt tucked into his khakis. He’s currently applying sun screen to his forehead.

Next to Alan is STU PRYCE, late 20’s, former high school linebacker and lovably dimwitted father of two. He drums the back of the frontseat to the music, totally pumped, like this is his first time out of the house in years. Because it is.





Notice Vick and Doug are defined by their appearance (“looking as sharp as his Caddy” and “handsome, barefoot, crunch, an all around great guy”). Meanwhile, Alan is defined by job (“anal tax attorney”). Although it’s impossible to visualize what an “anal tax attorney from Connecticut” might look like, this brief description gives us a clue who this character might be.

Stu is defined by his actions (“drums the back of the front seat”) and its meaning to him (“like this is his first time out of the house in years. Because it is.”).

Much of these character descriptions can’t be specifically filmed (“an anal tax attorney from Connecticut”), but they give us a clue who these characters are beyond just a name, an age range, and a generic description of their appearance.

Character descriptions should go beyond visual appearances and hint at the personality of the person. This is how characters are initially described in “Good Will Hunting”:



The guy holding court is CHUCKIE SULLIVAN, 20, and the largest of the bunch. He is loud, boisterous, a born entertainer. Next to him is WILL HUNTING, 20, handsome and confident, a soft- spoken leader. On Will's right sits BILLY MCBRIDE, 22, heavy, quiet, someone you definitely wouldn't want to tangle with. Finally there is MORGAN O'MALLY, 19, smaller than the other guys. Wiry and anxious, Morgan listens to Chuckie's horror stories with eager disgust.





Chuckie is described by his size (“the largest of the bunch”) and his behavior (“loud, boisterous, a born entertainer”). Will is described by his appearance (“handsome”) and his behavior (“confident”). Billy is described by his appearance (“heavy…someone you definitely wouldn’t want to tangle with”) while Morgan is described by appearance (“smaller than the other guys”) and his behavior (“wiry and anxious”).

Appearances are the easiest way to describe a character, but also the least distinctive. Two characters can wear the exact same clothes but they won’t be the same person. That’s why character descriptions often include behavior and the meaning or purpose of their behavior such as Morgan, who listens “with eager disgust”.

In any screenplay, characters must be unique and likable in their own curious way. Imagine describing someone so a complete stranger could recognize that person in public. That’s the way a screenplay should introduce every character through:


	Visual appearance

	How others see the character

	Behavior

	Meaning behind their behavior



When describing a character visually, focus on the most distinct characteristic that most defines that character (“loud, boisterous”). You may want to go one step further and describe how others see and think about that character’s physical appearance (“someone you definitely wouldn’t want to tangle with”).

Behavior describes the character’s action, which should symbolize their personality (“drums the back of the front seat”), which can often be supplemented with the meaning of this behavior (“totally pumped, like this is his first time out of the house in years”).

The more ways you can define a character using the least amount of words possible, the clearer that character will appear in the story.


Exercise:
 Find a screenplay of a favorite movie and study how the main characters are introduced. Beyond the character’s appearance, how do others see that character? How is that character behaving that’s distinct? Why is that character behaving in that way at this time?

In your own story, describe a character by their visual appearance. Focus on their body type and less on their clothes unless they wear distinctive clothes that identifies them in some way. A man wearing a worn leather motorcycle jacket will look entirely different than if he were wearing a tuxedo at a black tie event.

What type of action can best summarize that character? Why does the character behave in that way? The more distinct and memorable your characters, the more distinct and memorable your story can be.





Writing
 Dialogue


The biggest mistake screenwriters make it using dialogue to explain the story. The purpose of dialogue is never to explain story details. Instead, the main purpose of dialogue is for each character to get what they want.

Dialogue represents a way for characters to negotiate, attack, or defend. That means in every scene, every character must have a goal. To get that goal, characters must use:


	Dialogue to convince others to give them what they want

	Action to physically get what they want



Action is easy to see such as when the hero fights the villain for possession of an ancient artifact in the beginning scene of “Raiders of the Lost Ark.” However, dialogue serves the exact same purpose except characters use their voices to get what they want from others.

In short scenes, dialogue is often direct and to the point. Scene dialogue often progresses in four stages:


	One character has a problem.

	This character tries to solve the problem with the help of another character.

	This other character typically refuses to help at first until they get what they want.

	The problem gets resolved (or not).



In an early scene in “Good Will Hunting,” a student approaches an MIT math professor at a party. The MIT math professor had just posted a mathematics problem on a chalkboard in the hallway to challenge anyone to solve it. So the student’s goal in this short scene is to ask the professor who solved the math problem. The math professor’s goal in the scene is to figure out why the student has approached him.



STUDENT: Excuse me, Professor Lambeau?

LAMBEAU: Yes.

STUDENT: I'm in your applied theories class. We're all down at the Math and Science building.

LAMBEAU: It's Saturday.

STUDENT: I know. We just couldn't wait 'till Monday to find out.

LAMBEAU: Find out what?

STUDENT: Who proved the theorem.





Initially the problem is that the student wants information from the professor but the professor doesn’t know what the student wants. The student indirectly explains the problem by mentioning everyone’s at the Math and Science building. This still makes no sense to the professor so the student now gets closer to the point by asking who proved the theorem.

Imagine if the student had simply approached the professor and asked, “Hey, who proved the theorem?” Such a direct approach would create a much shorter scene and a far less interesting one. By indirectly trying to solve the problem, the dialogue grabs our interest until slowly revealing the purpose.

With dialogue, there are two keys:


	Characters rarely directly say what they want.

	Characters rarely respond directly to questions.



In the above dialogue, the first line is how we expect a student would approach a professor, but mentioning the professor’s name helps identify the professor. Then the student’s second line about everyone being down at the Math and Science building is an indirect way of asking who proved the theorem?

This indirect approach still confuses the professor. Instead of asking, “Why is everyone at the Math and Science building,” the professor simply says, “It’s Saturday,” which implies that he doesn’t understand why people might be at the Math and Science building.

The student’s next line creates a mystery when he says we just couldn’t wait to find out. The professor finally responds directly to that question by asking, “Find out what?” Then the student gets to the point of the dialogue, which is to ask, “Who proved the theorem?”

The reason characters don’t directly say what they want (until near the end of each scene) or respond directly to questions is to create mystery, tension, and suspense as the audience tries to figure out what the character is trying to say.

When the student says, “We’re all down at the Math and Science building,” the professor could ask, “Why?” However, a direct response leaves little room for revealing the character’s personality or state of mind. When the professor responds, “It’s Saturday,” he’s indirectly saying there’s no reason anyone should be at the Math and Science building as well as his slight annoyance at being disturbed.

Having characters speak and respond indirectly to each other creates a deeper sense of mystery while revealing each character’s personality. Direct questions and responses eliminate mystery and fail to reveal any personality.

So dialogue is a way for each character to achieve a goal. In the above dialogue example, the student’s goal is to find out who solved the theorem while the professor’s goal is to figure out what the student wants and why the student is even talking to him.

By the end of the scene, the student has finally succeeded in asking the professor who solved the theorem, and the professor is now suddenly interested in the answer as well. In a sense, the student won by getting what he wanted (asking the professor who solved the theorem).

Dialogue is a tool for characters to get what they want so by the end of each scene, make sure one character gets what they want (or completely fails to get what they want). This ending should be definite and clear. If a scene fails to clarify if a character got their goal or not, then the scene will simply end in confusion, which will only hurt the story.

Characters tend to speak indirectly in the beginning and then gradually get more direct until it’s clear what they want by the end.


Exercise:
 Pick a scene out of a favorite movie and student the dialogue. What is the goal each character in the scene wants to achieve? Is it clear at the end of the scene whether each character definitely got or failed to get their goal?

How do characters tend to speak indirectly? How do the characters gradually speak more directly the closer they get to achieving their goal (or the more likely their goal is getting out of reach)?

In your own story, write a scene between two characters. How can each character indirectly state their goal? How can they gradually speak more directly the closer they get to their goal?





Summary



Every scene must describe a location (including interior or exterior), time, characters, action, and dialogue. A scene’s setting should work against at least one of the characters. In the “Good Will Hunting Scene,” the scene takes place at a party for older people, so it works against the student showing up to talk to the professor.

Interior locations work to force characters together. Exterior locations work to make characters feel small, lost, or meaningless. Day scenes make characters visible while night scenes make characters harder to see.

Action should describe a location in greater detail almost as if it were a separate character. Ideally, a location description should match the tone of the story and make that location memorable in some way. Remember, screenplays need to evoke strong visual images that include the setting, characters, and the action the characters take.

Characters should be memorable and distinct. They don’t always have to be people we like, but they must always be people we will never forget. The stronger image each character appears in our mind’s eye, the more vivid that character will feel in the story.

Dialogue should always focus on getting characters what they want and never focus on revealing information directly. Dialogue feels most realistic when characters speak indirectly and only speak directly the closer (or more desperate) they get regarding the goals they’re pursuing.

Scenes serve multiple purposes than just moving the plot along. Scenes are mini-stories that need to grab our attention, pose a problem, show characters overcoming obstacles, and ultimately resolving an initial problem that’s integral to the overall story.
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ACTION, DIALOGUE, AND SETTING











E
 very scene must grab and hold our attention and manipulate our emotions. Only after a scene has done that will anyone care about the details of the story. Every scene consists of:


	Setting

	Action

	Dialogue



Setting describes where the scene takes place. Action lets us see characters trying to achieve a goal. Dialogue lets us hear how characters try to influence others so they can get to a goal. To make a scene work, everything in that scene (setting, action, and dialogue) must work towards achieving a goal.

All characters, even those with minor roles, have a goal. More importantly, the setting affects the characters’ goals by making it harder for the characters to achieve their goals. If a character does not have a clear, concrete goal they want to achieve by the end of the scene, their actions and dialogue risk being meaningless.

Character goals in a scene reveal personality. What the character wants defines who they are, but more importantly, how they go about getting what they want further defines their personality.

In “Fargo,” a man named Jerry wants to talk to two men he’s hired to kidnap his wife. Jerry’s goal is to meet these two men and start his plan. The two kidnappers’ goal is to make sure they get what they need from Jerry so they can do it.

To write an effective scene, always make sure nobody gets what they want in the beginning. By making life as difficult as possible for everyone when a scene starts, the scene creates more drama that grabs and holds our attention while indirectly revealing each character’s personality and goals.

In the “Fargo” scene, Jerry arrives late (revealing his lack of attention to detail) to the meeting. When he meets the two kidnappers, they’re upset because they’ve been waiting for him for over an hour. The way they take out their anger on Jerry (one kidnapper staying silent the whole time and the other attacking Jerry) reveals their personalities as well.

The seedy bar where the scene takes place works against Jerry because it’s an unfamiliar place for him, although it’s a familiar place for the two kidnappers. Only after the two kidnappers have released their pent up anger at Jerry for being late do they get down to business, discussing the kidnapping.

The first rule of scene writing is that nothing will go the way the characters expect. The second rule is that there should be a surprise. This surprise can work against the characters or work for the characters. Such a surprise makes the scene more memorable and keeps the audience’s attention.

In the “Fargo” scene, the two kidnappers are surprised by Jerry’s plan to kidnap his own wife. Just by analyzing this single scene, you can see the basic structure of every scene:


	Every character has a goal that they hope to achieve as simply as possible.

	Nothing goes right for any of the characters, forcing them into conflict.

	Finally, the characters work towards their goals, but then a surprise occurs.

	The scene ends with a cliffhanger to make us want to know what happens.



This is the way the “Fargo” scene follows this structure:


	Jerry meets the two kidnappers in a seedy bar. (The goal is to give the kidnappers a new car to get his plan started.)

	The kidnappers are mad that Jerry’s late, revealing their different personalities and putting them in conflict. (Nothing’s going right.)

	Finally the characters get close to their goal. Jerry gives them the keys to a new car but the kidnappers reveal the surprise that Jerry wants his own wife kidnapped. (Surprise!)

	Jerry reveals that the money will come from his wife’s rich father and that he needs money that he can’t get from asking his wife or her father. This makes us wonder why Jerry needs money and whether the kidnappers will be successful or not. (Cliffhanger.)



In “The Hunger Games,” there’s a scene where the hero is about to climb into a tube that will lift her into the battle arena where everyone will try to kill everyone else. This is the way this scene follows this structure:


	The hero, Katniss, enters the room where she’ll be lifted into the battle arena. (The goal is to prepare her for the deadly bloodbath that’s about to take place.)

	Katniss meets her stylist, Cinna, who comforts her despite both of them knowing they can’t do anything to change her fate inside a locked room with guards outside the door. (Nothing’s going right.)

	Cinna reveals that he gave Katniss a mockingjay pin for inspiration. (Surprise!)

	Katniss enters the tube that lifts her into the arena. (Cliffhanger.)



The setting in the “Fargo” scene puts Jerry at a disadvantage because he’s not used to being in a seedy bar, so the setting works against him. The setting in “The Hunger Games” scene puts Katniss and her friend Cinna at a disadvantage because guards have locked the door so they’re both trapped. If they don’t cooperate, they’ll both be killed anyway so they have no choice but to let Katniss ascend in the tube.

Notice that even in the minor scene in “The Hunger Games,” there’s conflict (Cinna wants to help her but both Katniss and Cinna know he can’t) and a surprise (Cinna has given her a mockingjay pin illegally), which is his minor way of helping her against the villain.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and examine a single scene. How does each character enter the scene with a goal? How are there problems the characters must fight against? How does the scene introduce a surprise of some kind? How does the scene end with a cliffhanger?





Defining
 the Setting


The setting in a story defines where the story takes place. Ideally, the setting isn’t just any place but a place that works against the hero. Two ways a setting can work against the hero include:


	An expected setting

	An unexpected setting



In the “Fargo” scene where Jerry first meets the kidnappers he’s hired, the seedy bar makes the setting work against Jerry since he’s clearly not comfortable being there. If the setting occurred in a clean, well lit place that Jerry was familiar with, then the scene wouldn’t be as effective. Meeting in a seedy bar may be an expected setting, but it works against the hero (Jerry).

“The Hunger Games” scene is also an expected setting where the hero (Katniss) is locked in a room with a guard outside then door to keep her from escaping. Although this setting is expected, it works against the hero.

What can make a scene interesting is an unexpected setting. In “Rocky,” the hero (Rocky) is on a date with Adrian. Normally dates take place in a restaurant, nightclub, theater, or stadium. Instead, Rocky bribes a janitor to let Adrian skate in an empty skating rink while Rocky jogs beside her. This unusual setting makes the scene more memorable because it shatters the normal location where we expect dates to occur.

In most horror stories, the setting is an isolated home or campground. The original “Halloween” shattered that usual setting by creating a horror story that occurs in an ordinary middle class neighborhood.

While most horror stories take place in homes located in the middle of nowhere, the horror comedy “Ready or Not” takes place in a luxurious mansion located on a beautiful estate.

Even when a scene occurs in an unusual setting, the setting should still work against the hero. Even though the hero is trapped in a luxurious mansion in “Ready or Not,” she’s still unfamiliar with the layout of the building. On the other hand, her in-laws, who are trying to kill her, are completely familiar with every part of the mansion, which makes the setting work against the hero.

When writing a screenplay, avoid generic, bland way of describing the setting such as:



INT. HOME - DAY

MIKE walks through the front door and throws his jacket on a chair. Then he shuts the door behind him and sighs with relief. He's had a long day.





While functional, the above example fails to define the tone of the scene. In this example, Mike seems exhausted, but is he happy, sad, burned out, or just physically tired? Whatever choice we make, we can then apply this tone to the home.

Let's say Mike is sad and just glad he got through the day for whatever reason. Instead of just describing a generic home, define a run down home. Maybe the paint is peeling off the wall to show neglect (just like Mike's life). Maybe it's an old house that has seen better days and has faded, peeling wallpaper. Maybe it's a cramped older house filled with junk cluttering the hallway. Maybe the front door doesn't even match the rest of the house to show that the door is more functional than aesthetically pleasing.

Notice how all of these types of choices suddenly make the home as a setting match and reflect the character's mood whatever that might be?

There's a reason why movies always show rain during tumultuous times of a character's life. When a character is sad, the setting is usually dark, gloomy, and dismal. When a character is happy, the setting is usually brighter, cleaner, and beautiful.

Setting plays a huge role in shaping the tone of every scene. If you use generic settings, you're missing out on the chance to further shape and manipulate the audience's emotions.

So make sure your setting reflects the tone of the scene. Just this simple difference can make every scene in your screenplay feel more alive.


Exercise:
 Pick a scene from a favorite movie and identify the setting. Is this an expected setting for the scene, such as a restaurant for a date or a conference room for a business meeting? How does this expected setting still work against the hero?

If the scene takes place in an unexpected setting, how does this grab and hold our attention? How does this unexpected setting still work against the hero?





Understanding
 Action in a Scene


Action defines the physical movements that characters take to achieve their goal. Action creates movement. One huge mistake is writing screenplays that rely too heavily on dialogue to explain everything. Two cops might look at a dead body in a room and a poorly written conversation might go like this:



COP #1: Look at that dead body.

COP #2: He sure got beat up before dying.

COP #1: It looks like he has something in his hand. Open it up and let's take a look.

COP #2: It looks like he grabbed somebody's hair.





Such meaningless dialogue could be replaced by action such as:



Two cops step into an apartment. A dead body lies sprawled face down on the floor. One cop turns the body over to reveal the dead man's face severely bruised and beaten up. The second cop points to the dead man's hand where a wad of hair is entangled in the dead man's fingers. The two cops look at each other confused.





Notice that showing the action is far more effective than having the dialogue tell us what's going on. By seeing the action, we become active participants in the story where we can draw our own conclusions. By having dialogue explain everything to us, we become passive, bored spectators waiting for the characters to tell us everything.

Screenplays aren't radio plays where dialogue has to explain the story. Screenplays need to rely on visual elements first and foremost. To write an effective screenplay, focus solely on telling a story visually with no dialogue whatsoever. Then use dialogue only when you can't impart information visually.

When writing dialogue, think of silent movies that display dialogue as text that fills the screen, taking away any visual element of the story. What's more interesting? Reading dialogue or watching action?

When writing a scene, try telling a story without dialogue as much as possible. In "Spy," the opening scene shows a James Bond-like character sneezing and accidentally shooting a guy. Imagine how ineffective that scene would have been if the James Bond-like character said, "I just sneezed and shot a guy by mistake."

Instead, the scene visually plays out and the James Bond-like guy and the hero immediately react to what just happened. That keeps the story moving forward rather than just repeat what we just saw.

Watching a character’s action makes us more engaged in the story as we try to infer the character’s goal. In “The Hunger Games,” there’s a scene where all the tributes are watching a count down before they can charge towards a field filled with supplies, tools, and weapons.

The hero, Katniss, catches a glimpse of her fellow tribute, Peeta, who shakes his head no. Right away, we have no idea why he’s shaking his head no, so that creates an unresolved question and holds our attention more than if Peeta simply told Katniss not to take a chance and rush towards the supplies.

When the countdown hits zero, everyone rushes towards the field except for Peeta, who runs far off in the other direction to avoid the fight for supplies. Katniss spots this and pauses, wondering why Peeta didn’t run for the supplies like everyone else. This creates another unresolved question.

Action is interesting precisely because it does not give us complete answers. Instead, we have to wonder and guess at the meaning of these actions, which will only be apparent later. (In “The Hunger Games,” Peeta shakes his head to warn Katniss to stay away from the supplies so she won’t get caught in the bloodbath battle. Peeta also ran away to avoid getting caught in the bloodbath as well because he had made a secret alliance with the more powerful tributes.)

In the silent movie “The Artist,” the hero sneaks into the dressing room of an actor. Because the dressing room is empty, the hero spots the actor’s coat and sticks her arm in the sleeve, which she then wraps around herself as if the actor himself were holding her. Just by watching this simple action, we can infer that the hero is in love with the actor.

In general, the fewer words spoken, the better. Action tells a story visually, which makes it easy to understand. Dialogue tells a story through sound, which makes it harder to understand. Ideally, try to tell an entire story within a scene through action alone. Then rely on dialogue only when absolutely necessary.

By focusing on action first and dialogue second, you’ll likely write more engaging and interesting scenes.


Exercise:
 Pick a movie or TV show you’ve never seen before and turn off the sound. Just through the action of the characters, can you guess what the story is about? Can you guess the relationships between characters? Can you guess what each character is trying to achieve?





The Purpose
 of Dialogue in a Scene


Dialogue is always meant to enhance what we see, not replace it. Don't use dialogue to explain everything to the audience because it comes across as phony and contrived, like villains explaining their entire plan to the hero at the end, which becomes a boring monologue where nothing happens. Any time there’s dialogue, look for ways to add action to enhance that dialogue or even eliminate that dialogue altogether.

In "Under Siege," the villain explains his plan, but he also shows the hero the radar screens of the cruise missiles heading towards Hawaii. By combining verbal description with action, the villain shows the hero and the audience what’s going to happen, and that lessens the dependence on dialogue alone.

Dialogue should focus less on explaining information to the audience and more on revealing the personality of the characters in the scene. In "Erin Brockovich," the hero (Erin Brockovich) and a lawyer are trying to work together. The conflict occurs when the lawyer treats Erin Brockovich like she's an idiot, causing Erin Brockovich to fight back.

While physical conflict is easy to see, verbal conflict can be far more satisfying because of the back-and-forth nature of the verbal jousting. Such verbal sparring requires creativity in coloring what each character says.

In general, use dialogue to attack another character. Make that dialogue colorful and representative of the speaking character’s personality.

A poor screenwriter might have characters speak on-the-nose dialogue, which means they state exactly what they mean. In "Erin Brockovich," this could have occurred by having Erin Brockovich simply claim that she knows what she's doing. Instead, Erin Brockovich sets up a challenge to the lawyer.

When the lawyer asks for phone numbers of different people, Erin Brockovich could have said she didn't write them down because she memorized them. Instead, Erin Brockovich recites personal details about each person to show she knows far more than simple written notes could have done.

After Erin Brockovich clearly demonstrates her research is detailed and complete, the lawyer tries to make up to her by saying, "Look, I think we got off on the wrong foot here." That's when Erin Brockovich responds, "That's all you've got lady: two wrong feet in fucking ugly shoes."

The art of writing dialogue is to say something indirectly. Erin Brockovich could have simply said, "You're an idiot," but that direct statement would be dull, far less memorable, and reveal nothing about Erin Brockovich as a person. By telling her, "That's all you've got lady: two wrong feet in fucking ugly shoes," that reveals far more of Erin Brockovich's personality while being memorable and colorful at the same time.

Some other examples of memorable phrases include:


	“Yippee-ki-yay, motherfucker” (“Die Hard”)

	“I’ll be back.” (“The Terminator”)

	“We’re going to need a bigger boat.” (“Jaws”)

	“You had me at hello.” (“Jerry McGuire”)



Read this particularly memorable monologue from “Good Will Hunting” that clearly reveals the hero’s thoughts and personality:

“Why shouldn't I work for the N.S.A.? That's a tough one, but I'll take a shot. Say I'm working at N.S.A. Somebody puts a code on my desk, something nobody else can break. Maybe I take a shot at it and maybe I break it. And I'm real happy with myself, cause I did my job well. But maybe that code was the location of some rebel army in North Africa or the Middle East. Once they have that location, they bomb the village where the rebels were hiding and fifteen hundred people I never met, never had no problem with, get killed. Now the politicians are sayin', "Oh, send in the Marines to secure the area" cause they don't give a shit. It won't be their kid over there, gettin' shot. Just like it wasn't them when their number got called, cause they were pullin' a tour in the National Guard. It'll be some kid from Southie takin' shrapnel in the ass.

“And he comes back to find that the plant he used to work at got exported to the country he just got back from. And the guy who put the shrapnel in his ass got his old job, cause he'll work for fifteen cents a day and no bathroom breaks. Meanwhile, he realizes the only reason he was over there in the first place was so we could install a government that would sell us oil at a good price. And, of course, the oil companies used the skirmish over there to scare up domestic oil prices. A cute little ancillary benefit for them, but it ain't helping my buddy at two-fifty a gallon.

“And they're takin' their sweet time bringin' the oil back, of course, and maybe even took the liberty of hiring an alcoholic skipper who likes to drink martinis and fuckin' play slalom with the icebergs, and it ain't too long 'til he hits one, spills the oil and kills all the sea life in the North Atlantic. So now my buddy's out of work and he can't afford to drive, so he's got to walk to the fuckin' job interviews, which sucks cause the shrapnel in his ass is givin' him chronic hemorrhoids. And meanwhile he's starvin', cause every time he tries to get a bite to eat, the only blue plate special they're servin' is North Atlantic scrod with Quaker State.

“So what did I think? I'm holdin' out for somethin' better. I figure fuck it, while I'm at it why not just shoot my buddy, take his job, give it to his sworn enemy, hike up gas prices, bomb a village, club a baby seal, hit the hash pipe and join the National Guard? I could be elected president.”

The lesson is to write your scenes with direct dialogue first, then go back and rewrite dialogue to be as indirect as possible to reveal personalities while being memorable. The best dialogue rarely says anything directly but says it indirectly in the most colorful, awe-inspiring manner possible, and that's what will make your dialogue in any scene far more interesting to grab and hold someone's attention from start to finish.


Exercise:
 Watch a favorite movie and identify a scene where a character says a particularly memorable phrase or sentence. What makes this phrase so memorable and reflective of the character’s personality?





Summary



Setting, action, and dialogue are the three keys to creating a scene. The setting should make the hero’s life harder. The setting can be an expected location or an unusual location for that particular scene, such as having a picnic in a junkyard (“Harold and Maude”). The setting should reflect the tone of that scene whether it’s horror, comedy, drama, or mystery.

Action should tell a story as much as possible through the physical movements of all the characters in the scene. By simply watching the actions of each character, we should be able to understand the basic relationships between characters and what each character wants.

Dialogue should emphasize personality characteristics as well as providing details not possible to infer through action alone. The worst use for dialogue is to reveal information that could be better shown through action instead.

Don't make dialogue explain what you can show. Movies are meant to be seen more than to be heard. By combining setting, action, and dialogue, you can write the most effective scenes possible.
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STARTING THE STORY











E
 very story consists of multiple scenes but some scenes are more important than others. The two most important scenes in any story are the:


	Opening scene

	Ending scene



The opening scene poses an initial question (the physical and emotional problem) that remains unresolved throughout the story. Then the ending scene finally answers that initial question. Together, the opening and ending scenes define where a story begins and ends.

Opening scenes introduce the story’s initial question with a mystery that forces an audience to figure out what’s going on. Trying to solve this mystery keeps the audience engaged and emotionally invested in the story. Study the opening scenes of the following movies:


	“Jaws” - A shark kills a woman swimmer. The implied initial question is, “Will someone eventually kill the shark?”

	“Sleepless in Seattle“ - The hero and his son stand at the gravesite of the hero’s wife and the son’s mother. The implied initial question is, “Will the hero and his son be able to find happiness with another woman?”

	“Avatar” - A man is given a chance to take over his dead twin’s mission on another planet. The implied initial question is, “What is this mission?”

	“The Hunger Games” - The hero’s little sister is terrified of being selected for the Hunger Games where teenagers must fight to the death. The implied initial question is, “Will the hero be able to keep her little sister from getting picked to fight in the Hunger Games?”

	“Beauty and the Beast” - A witch curses a selfish prince and tells him the curse can only be lifted if he learns to love another person. The implied initial question is, “Will the prince find someone to love and break the curse?”



The ending scene answers this initial question. By combining the ending and opening scenes, you can clearly see the main story:


	“Jaws” - The hero kills the shark. This answers the initial question, “Will someone eventually kill the shark?”

	“Sleepless in Seattle“ - At the top of the Empire State building, the hero and his son meet a woman who they both like. This answers the initial question, “Will the hero and his son be able to find happiness with another woman?”

	“Avatar” - The hero defeats the humans and merges fully into his alien body. This answers the initial question, “What is this mission?” The hero’s brother’s mission was to study the natives of the alien world of Pandora. By the end, the hero is able to study the Pandora natives first-hand by becoming one of them.

	“The Hunger Games” - The hero survives the Hunger Games and returns home to reunite with her little sister. This answers the initial question is, “Will the hero be able to keep her little sister from getting picked to fight in the Hunger Games?”

	“Beauty and the Beast” - The hero falls in love with the prince, breaking the curse. This answers the initial question is, “Will the prince find someone to love to break the curse?”



Put the opening scene next to the ending scene and that should define the overall framework of the entire story. If the opening scene does not ask an initial question that the ending scene answers, then that story is structurally flawed. By simply fixing either the opening or ending scene so they both match, you can easily structure your story without writing a single word.

To see what happens if the opening and ending scenes don’t work together as a pair, study the opening and ending scenes in a mediocre movie like “Don’t Worry Darling,” which is a story set in a utopian version of the 1950s.


	Opening scene - The hero is at a party with her husband and their friends, having a great time. Most opening scenes begin with a problem. The opening scene in “Don’t Worry Darling” does not, which means the opening scene doesn’t even ask an initial question.

	Ending scene - The hero runs away from men who are trying to keep her trapped in the utopian 1950s community that’s actually a virtual world. She finally escapes by entering a portal that lets her escape the virtual world and return to the real world.



Notice that the opening scene doesn’t create a mystery that asks an initial question. This fatal flaw means the ending never matches the opening scene and that creates a flawed story. Now consider how another story introduces a similar story but far more successfully.

In “The Truman Show,” the hero doesn’t realize he’s trapped inside a reality TV show and living in a city that’s actually a massive Hollywood studio set. This is how “The Truman Show” works:


	Opening scene - The hero is leaving his home when a movie light mysteriously plunges out of the sky and crashes on the road by his house. Now the initial question is, “Will the hero realize he’s trapped inside a studio and he’s the star in a reality TV show?”

	Ending scene - The hero reaches a wall that defines the boundary of the studio. He finds a door and walks through, leaving the reality TV show set and stepping out into the real world for the first time in his life. This answers the initial question, “Will the hero realize he’s trapped inside a studio and he’s the star in a reality TV show?”



If the goal is to escape, then the initial question should ask, “Will the hero find a way out?” Just by making sure the opening scene matches the ending scene, you can lay the basic structure for your overall story.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and watch the opening and ending scene. Does the opening scene pose an initial question? Does the ending scene answer that initial question?

Now pick a poor movie that got bad reviews and study the opening and ending scenes. Does the opening scene pose an initial question? Does the ending scene answer that initial question? If so, then the story likely failed in between the opening and the ending. If not, then the story likely failed from the beginning by not posing an initial question and answering it in the end.





Types of Opening
 Scenes


The opening scene starts the story by introducing a problem that’s never resolved until the ending scene. Three types of opening scenes are:


	Introduce the hero

	Introduce the villain

	Introduce the story background



The most important purpose of any opening scene is to grab and hold the audience’s attention right away by creating an unresolved question that will only get answered by the end of the story. That can happen by:


	Introducing the hero so we know what internal, emotional problem the hero must solve.

	Introducing the villain and so we know what external person or threat the hero must defeat.

	Introducing the story background so we know what type of world the hero lives in, which restricts how the hero can defeat the villain.



If the hero is not introduced right away, the hero must be introduced second because the sooner we know who the hero is, the sooner the story can get started. Introductory scenes often depict the hero as an underdog unfairly stuck in a dead end life created by others. This makes us empathize with the hero even if we don’t necessarily like the hero because we can all relate to feeling weak and vulnerable.

In “The Karate Kid,” the hero is forced to move from his familiar neighborhood and friends to a completely unfamiliar neighborhood where he knows no one.

In “Sleepless in Seattle,” the hero mourns the loss of his wife at a cemetery. We know the hero wants to find another woman to love, but we don’t know how he’ll find the right woman.

In “Titanic,” the hero is being pressured to marry a rich man she doesn’t even like because her family is on the verge of becoming poor.

When introducing the hero, define a problem that the hero wants to solve. Now the question is how will the hero solve this problem?

Instead of introducing the villain directly, introductory scenes often focus on the villain’s goals and actions that terrify and hurt innocent people. By not seeing the villain right away or understanding the villains’ motives, the villain can seem scarier and more intimidating. When introducing the villain, focus less on the actual villain and more on the power of the villain, the consequences of that power on innocent people, and the way others react to the villain.

In “A Quiet Place,” the villain (blind monsters that attack by sound) are not seen but we see their power when they appear with frightening speed out of nowhere and kill a small boy.

In “Die Hard,” the villain’s henchmen brutally kill a security guard at a skyscraper.

In “Ironman,” insurgents capture and imprison the hero, although initially we don’t know that the villain is responsible for the hero getting attacked and captured.

Introducing the villain sets the tone of the story and lets us know the overwhelming power the hero will eventually face.

In historical, fantasy, or science fiction stories, we often need additional information to understand the story. Without this background information, the story won’t make sense. Stories that introduce a story background must give us crucial information so we can understand the rest of the story. If a story feels confusing to understand, it might need an introductory scene that explains what happened before the story even gets started.

The simplest way to introduce the story background is short text that audiences can read before they see anything. Two notable examples of this are the scrolling explanatory text in “Star Wars” and the short explanation of the story background in “The Hunger Games.”

A more visual way to introduce the story background involves a short scene that includes characters who never appear again. In “Wargames,” the story is about a computer launching nuclear missiles to start World War III all by itself. So the introductory scene shows two missile men in a silo when they’re given the order to launch their missiles. One man refuses and the other man threatens to shoot him if he doesn’t launch the missiles.

The purpose of this scene is to show that the government found too many humans refused to launch their missiles so that’s why they give complete control of the missiles to a computer instead. This introductory scene is necessary to explain why humans are no longer controlling the missiles any more.


Exercise:
 Stories typically start in one of three ways:

Opening #1


	Introduce hero

	Introduce villain






Opening
 #2


	Introduce villain

	Introduce hero






Opening
 #3


	Introduce story background

	Introduce hero

	Introduce villain



Identify a movie that opens with the hero and imagine how it could have opened with the villain or story background instead.

Identify a movie that opens with the villain and imagine how it could have opened with the hero or story background instead.

Identify a movie that opens with a story background and imagine how it could have opened with the hero or villain instead and completely omitted the background information.





Introducing
 the Hero


When introducing the hero, a scene must quickly define what type of person the hero is and explain what type of goal they want to achieve. To do this, the introductory scene must show the hero in action that:


	Emphasizes a dominant character trait in the hero.

	Introduces the hero’s problem and initial goal.



The hero’s dominant character trait will often be the hero’s greatest strength that he or she can rely on throughout the story. The hero’s actions in the introductory scene hints at what larger dream the hero wants to achieve. Initially, the hero will start in a dead end life that feels hopeless.

The dominant character trait is a combination of internal and external traits. An internal trait is how they behave. An external trait is what they do that makes them different. In “The Hunger Games,” an early scene shows the hero’s internal trait as a loving older sister, comforting her little sister. Then the following scene shows the hero’s external trait as a skilled hunter with a bow and arrow.

Study how the following opening scenes use action to introduce the hero by emphasizing a dominant character trait and an initial goal that the hero wants to achieve:




“Nightcrawler”
 - The hero strips a chain link fence and crams it in the trunk of his car just as a security guard shows up. The guard is suspicious of why the hero is there but the hero pretends he’s just lost and drove on to the property by mistake. Then the hero attacks the guard and steals the guard’s expensive watch.


	Character trait - Clever and dangerous.

	Goal - To make money.






“The Truman Show”
 - The hero stares at his reflection in a mirror, then launches into a monologue describing how he plans to scale a cliff of ice without the proper climbing equipment, until his wife interrupts him and tells him he’ll be late for work.


	Character trait - A determined dreamer.

	Goal - To leave his boring life and explore the world.






“Lars and the Real Girl”
 - The hero lives in a sparse garage converted into an apartment. On a cold winter day, his sister-in-law leaves her house to invite the hero to breakfast. The hero puts a blanket around his sister-in-law to keep her from getting too cold, but when she tries to touch him, he backs away. He agrees to come to breakfast.


	Character trait - Caring but afraid of people.

	Goal - Although he appears to want to be left alone, he secretly wants to find someone to care for.



Each opening scene shows the hero in action. In the process of doing something, the hero reveals their dominant character trait and the dream they want to achieve. This unfulfilled dream drives the entire story and remains unanswered until the very end.

Notice that each opening scene places the hero in a clearly sympathetic position. In “Nightcrawler,” the hero is being threatened by a security guard. In “The Truman Show,” the hero dreams of traveling the world, only to come back to his dull reality of working in an ordinary job. In “Lars and the Real Girl,” the hero lives in a tiny, empty apartment.

More importantly, the hero’s dominant character trait defines their personality, which can be both their greatest strength and their greatest weakness. Even though the hero’s character trait and unfulfilled dream may not be blatantly obvious to the audience, it must be blatantly obvious to the writer. If you don’t know what dream your hero wants or what dominant character trait will help (and hinder) the hero throughout the story, stop and identify this right now.

Define the hero’s external trait (their unique skill) along with their internal trait (their strongest emotional behavior). Knowing both internal and external traits creates a stronger, memorable impact that lets us know what type of person the hero might be. Heroes aren’t just ordinary people. They’re someone special whose internal and external traits we can admire.

Think of the type of traits others would admire in a person and those are the types of traits a hero needs to get the admiration of the audience.

Knowing and highlighting the hero’s dominate character trait and goal will make the introductory scene much stronger, even if this information seems trivial at the moment.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the scene that introduces the hero. What does the hero do in this introductory scene that reveals a dominant character trait? What unfulfilled dream does the hero’s actions partially reveal?





Introducing
 the Villain


Sometimes movies will introduce the villain before introducing the hero. When introducing the villain, introductory scenes typically emphasize the villain’s actions that hurt someone who appears weaker. This immediately lets us know that the scene is introducing the villain while also hinting at the villain’s overall goal.

The villain’s introductory scene shows the villain in action that:


	Emphasizes the villain’s power.

	Hints at the villain’s long-term goal.



What the villain initially demonstrates will be the same power, magnified a hundred times bigger, that the villain will use against the hero. Typically the villain’s goal won’t be clear in the beginning, but this hint of the villain’s goal will explain the villain’s motivation throughout the rest of the story.

Study how the following opening scenes use action to introduce the villain by emphasizing the villain’s power along with a hint of the long-term initial goal that the villain wants to achieve:




“Star Wars”
 - The villain’s massive starship chases a much smaller starship, shooting it with lasers until finally disabling it.


	Power - Overwhelming military force.

	Goal - To capture the starship (but the real goal is to retrieve the stolen Death Star plans).






“Get Out”
 - A black man is lost in a suburban neighborhood when a car starts following him. When the black man tries to get away, the villain attacks him, throws him in the trunk, and takes off.


	Power - Surprise and force.

	Goal - To kidnap the black man (but the real goal is to put a white person’s soul into the black man’s body).






“It Follows”
 - A young woman flees from her house to escape an unseen threat. She jumps in her car, drives it to the beach, leaves a message on her parents’ phone to let them know she loves them, and waits. The next morning, she’s dead.


	Power - Relentless stalking until it kills you.

	Goal - To kill (but the real goal is to only kill the last person who is cursed, then work its way back to the previous person who had passed on the curse).



Scenes that introduce the villain are often vague, which only make sense in hindsight. The villain’s power must be introduced as both terrifying and mysterious. We can see the results of the villain’s power but we don’t fully understand what it is. We also get a hint at the villain’s goal, but we also don’t understand exactly what that goal might be.

In most cases, the scene introducing the villain may not even show the villain at all. What’s more important is that the introductory scene shows the power of the villain. After seeing the terrifying, overwhelming power of the villain, the villain’s actual appearance is irrelevant.

Introducing the villain is meant more to show the overwhelming dangerous power the villain possesses so we’ll immediately wonder how can any hero possibly fight and win against such a dominant villain.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the scene that introduces the villain. What frightening power does the villain show and how is this power used? (The way the villain demonstrates this power will be the same way the villain will use this power against the hero.)

What action does the villain take to achieve a (hidden) long-term goal?





Introduce
 the Story Background


If a story introduces the hero first, the next scene must introduce the villain. If a story introduces the villain first, the next scene must introduce the hero. However in some stories, the opening scene does not contain either the hero or the villain. Instead, the opening scene sets up the entire story by providing background information for how the story got started.

Such an introductory scene might take place long before the real story begins, or it might just take place moments before the real story begins. In either case, a scene that introduces the story setting must:


	Provide essential information that will be crucial for the rest of the story.

	Set the real story in motion.



Without the information introduced by the story setting scene, the rest of the story could not happen. Without explaining the origin of essential information, the use of that information later in the story won’t make any sense.

Study the following movies that begin by introducing part of this story background before introducing either the hero or the villain:




“Black Panther”
 - A father tells his son the history of Wakanda, how an asteroid made out of vibranium landed in Africa and five tribes fought over it until one man had a vision that led him to become the first Black Panther to protect Wakanda. One tribe left but the four remaining tribes banded together and decided to hide their nation from the rest of the world.


	Essential information - Wakanda is a technologically advanced nation based on vibranium that came from an asteroid.

	Sets the story in motion - Wakanda has hidden itself from the rest of the world. By the end of the story, the Wakanda nation plans to open itself up to the rest of the world.






“Wargames”
 - Two missile men go down into a missile silo and then get orders to launch their missiles. One missile man refuses to do it while the other missile man threatens to shoot him with a gun to get him to comply with orders.


	Essential information - Men are unreliable in following orders to launch nuclear missiles.

	Sets the story in motion - Since men are unreliable in following orders to launch nuclear missiles, the government decides to give a computer control over launching nuclear missiles.






“Beauty and the Beast”
 - An enchantress punishes an arrogant prince by turning him into a beast and his entire staff into objects. The curse can only be lifted if the beast learns to love another and be loved in return, but he must do it before a rose loses all its petals.


	Essential information - The beast is actually a man under a curse.

	Sets the story in motion - Time is running out for the beast to find someone to love and love him in return before a rose loses all its petals and he’ll be trapped as a beast forever.



When stories introduce background information, they usually involve characters who never appear in the rest of the story. Their sole purpose is to reveal that background information and conclude with an unresolved question.

In “Black Panther,” that question is why is Wakanda still hiding from the world and when will they finally stop? The answer comes in the end when the hero decides to announce Wakanda’s existence to the world.

In “Wargames,” that question is what will the military do after finding men are unreliable for launching nuclear missiles? The answer starts off the story when the military gives a computer control over launching nuclear missiles.

In “Beauty and the Beast,” that question is will the beast ever break the curse by finding someone to love? That answer comes at the end of the story when the beast finally breaks the curse.

Take away this introductory scene that provides the historical background and the rest of the story wouldn’t make as much sense. When a story can’t make sense without background information, your story needs an introductory background scene. Just keep it short, compelling, and leave an unanswered question by the end. The introductory background scene exists solely to prepare an audience to enjoy the rest of your story.


Exercise:
 Pick a movie that has an introductory story background scene. How would that story feel if this background scene were eliminated?

Pick a movie that does not have an introductory story background scene. Would such a scene be helpful in setting up the story?





Summary



What is the best way to start your story? Stories that require audiences to understand a lot of background information (such as historical, fantasy or science fiction stories) tend to open with scenes that introduce the story setting. Most stories tend to open by introducing the hero first and then the villain. That way we know who to root for right from the beginning.

However, some action and horror stories start by introducing the villain first and then the hero. By introducing the villain first, we can better understand the terrifying forces already working against the hero.

The scenes that introduce the hero and villain (or story background) must end with an unresolved question.


	Hero - Will the hero achieve an unresolved dream and how?

	Villain - Who is the villain and what is the villain trying to do?

	Story background - How will this information affect the rest of the story?



These unresolved questions will drive the entire story until they get answered in the end.
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INTRODUCING THE SYMBOL OF HOPE











T
 he opening scenes introduce the hero and the villain (and possibly the story background). At this point, we know who the hero is, what unique skills they possess, and what they want. We also have a rough idea who the villain is and a hint at what they’re trying to achieve. Introducing the hero and villain sets the story going with lots of unresolved questions. Now to get the story moving and force the hero and villain to fight each other, the next necessary scene must introduce a Symbol of Hope.

The Symbol of Hope can be a person or an object, but it must be something concrete so it’s clear when one person has it and the other person does not. More importantly, the Symbol of Hope provides a clear path towards achieving the hero’s initial unresolved physical and emotional problem. That’s why the hero wants the Symbol of Hope. The Symbol of Hope offers the hero a way to achieve their unresolved physical and/or emotional problem as shown in the following movies:




“Avatar”



	Hero’s unresolved dream - As a paraplegic who can no longer walk, the hero wants to walk again.

	Symbol of Hope - An alien avatar body. By agreeing to inhabit this alien avatar body, the hero will not only be able to walk again as an alien, but the government promises they’ll pay for expensive surgery on his human body so he’ll be able to walk again.






“Top Gun: Maverick”



	Hero’s unresolved dream - Still experiencing guilt over an accident that killed his friend, the hero needs to find a way to resolve this guilt that he could have done something to save him.

	Symbol of Hope - An assignment to become a Top Gun instructor again and work with the son of his dead friend.






“The Hunger Games”



	Hero’s unresolved dream - To protect her little sister from the government.

	Symbol of Hope - The Hunger Game lottery picks her little sister, forcing the hero to volunteer to take her place and save her little sister.



The Symbol of Hope interrupts the hero’s life and provides a specific way to achieve that unresolved dream, but often appears as either something trivial, something positive, or even something negative.

In “WALL-E,” the hero scavenges through garbage to look for interesting items and that’s when he finds a plant. By itself, this plant seems trivial and unimportant, but it will play a major role throughout the rest of the story because the plant is what a female robot wants. That means the hero wants the plant so he can win the affection of the female robot.

On the other hand in “The Little Mermaid,” the hero is a mermaid and saves a prince from drowning. This prince represents her Symbol of Hope that she eagerly pursues and drives her motivation to become human.

Sometimes the Symbol of Hope may seem like something negative that makes the hero’s life worse than before. In “The Hunger Games,” the lottery that picks tributes to fight to the death seems like a horrible interruption in the hero’s life. However, just like a seemingly trivial interruption, a negative Symbol of Hope will lead the hero into a future that will actually make life better in the end.

Once the Symbol of Hope interrupts the hero’s life (often around the 15 minute mark in a two hour movie), the hero takes immediate action to pursue that Symbol of Hope to achieve the unresolved dream.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the first scene that introduces the hero. What is the hero’s dream that they want to achieve? Identify the scene that introduces a Symbol of Hope into the hero’s life. How does this Symbol of Hope inspire the hero to take action?

Pick three different movies where one movie introduces a trivial Symbol of Hope into the hero’s life, another introduces a positive Symbol of Hope, and a third introduces a negative Symbol of Hope. How does this Symbol of Hope play a crucial role for the rest of the story?





The Symbol
 of Hope’s Link to the Villain


The Symbol of Hope represents a concrete path for the hero to achieve an unresolved dream. On the other hand, the Symbol of Hope also represents a threat to the villain’s goal. If the villain can’t destroy the Symbol of Hope, then the villain won’t get his or her goal. That’s why the Symbol of Hope is crucial to both the hero and the villain because only one can have it so only one can win.

Ironically, the Symbol of Hope indirectly comes from the villain as shown in the following movies:




“Star Wars”



	Connection to Villain - Because the villain (Darth Vader) tried to retrieve the stolen Death Star plans, Princess Leia hides them in R2D2 who escapes and winds up on the same planet as the hero (Luke).

	Threat of Symbol of Hope to Villain - The stolen Death Star plans could give the rebels a way to defeat the Death Star.






“Wonder Woman”



	Connection to Villain - German soldiers (symbolically related to the villain, Ares, the god of war) chase after an American pilot who the hero (Wonder Woman) rescues.

	Threat of Symbol of Hope to Villain - The American pilot has stolen information about German plans that will allow the Americans to stop the Germans from succeeding.






“WALL-E”



	Connection to Villain - The hero finds a plant on a planet desolated by the villain’s actions long ago.

	Threat of Symbol of Hope to Villain - The villain’s goal is to keep the human race marooned in space forever so finding a plant would bring the human race back to Earth since it means Earth is now habitable once more.



Ultimately, the villain indirectly puts the Symbol of Hope in the hero’s life and then must find a way to get it back. In most cases, the hero wants to protect the Symbol of Hope but the villain wants to destroy it. Yet sometimes, the opposite is true.

In “Alien,” the Symbol of Hope is the alien itself. However, the hero wants to kill it but the villain wants to keep it alive. The end result is that both the hero and villain must still fight over the Symbol of Hope where one person wants to save it and the other wants to destroy it for good.

The Symbol of Hope can be:


	A person

	An object

	An abstract idea that represents a specific goal



In many romance stories, two people fight over the same person. That means only one can win that person over. In “Die Hard,” the hero’s wife represents his Symbol of Hope, but if the villain can kill her, then the villain can also defeat the hero. With the hero out of the way, the villain can ultimately achieve his goal.

In many action thrillers, dramas, mysteries, and comedies, the hero and villain fight over an object, such as a doomsday weapon, a treasure, or a map. In “Paddington 2,” the hero (Paddington) is accused of stealing a rare book that will lead to a hidden fortune. However, the villain has actually stolen this book and framed the hero. Now the hero must find the book to prove his innocence while the villain must keep the book for himself to achieve his goal of finding the hidden fortune.

Sometimes the Symbol of Hope can be an abstract idea, but that abstract idea must represent a visual way to determine if the hero has it or the villain. In “Room,” the villain has kidnapped a young woman and imprisoned her in a makeshift prison in his backyard.

The hero’s Symbol of Hope appears in the form of a rat. That makes the hero realize if a rat can get into her prison, that means she can find a way out. The rat represents the real Symbol of Hope, which is her freedom. Although freedom is an abstract idea, it’s easy to see if the hero has it or not.

If the hero has escaped her prison, she’s free and the villain has lost. If the hero remains in prison, she’s not free and the villain has won. The rat simply provides a visual way to represent the abstract idea of freedom.

Whether the Symbol of Hope is a person, an object, or an abstract idea, it must threaten the villain’s goal. That means you must know what the villain is trying to achieve and what the hero wants to achieve. Then both the hero and the villain have a reason to pursue the Symbol of Hope and wind up fighting each other.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the Symbol of Hope. How does the villain indirectly send this Symbol of Hope into the hero’s life? How does this Symbol of Hope provide a concrete path to achieve the hero’s unresolved dream? Why does the Symbol of Hope threaten the villain’s goal?





The Symbol
 of Hope Leads to a Mentor


The Symbol of Hope serves several purposes. First, it interrupts the hero’s life and creates a concrete path to an unresolved dream of the hero’s. Second, it represents a threat to the villain, forcing the hero and villain to fight over it. Third, the Symbol of Hope leads the hero into meeting a mentor.

By themselves, every hero is helpless. That’s why heroes need the advice, wisdom, and knowledge that a mentor can provide. Although the hero may meet the mentor much earlier, the Symbol of Hope’s third purpose is to lead the hero into the mentor’s life.

Although the mentor holds the knowledge and skill that the hero needs to learn, the mentor rarely looks respectable. Instead, the mentor typically looks like a bum, a loser, or a nut case. So when the hero finally meets the mentor, the hero (and the audience) think there’s no way this mentor can possibly help the hero.

Study how the following movies bring the hero and mentor together through the Symbol of Hope:




“The Hunger Games”
 - A young girl, who volunteered in her little sister’s place, must fight in the Hunger Games and survive.


	Symbol of Hope - Protecting her little sister by volunteering for the Hunger Games.

	Mentor’s initial appearance - A drunk.

	How Symbol of Hope Brings Them Together - Because the hero volunteered for the Hunger Games, she’s paired with a mentor to help her survive and win.






“Top Gun: Maverick”
 - A former Top Gun pilot must deal with the guilt of losing his best friend and protecting his best friend’s son during a dangerous mission.


	Symbol of Hope - Getting assigned as a Top Gun instructor.

	Mentor’s initial appearance - A dying admiral who can barely speak.

	How Symbol of Hope Brings Them Together - Because the hero is training Top Gun pilots who are under the command of the mentor, the hero has to report to him.






“The Little Mermaid”
 - A mermaid exchanges her singing voice for a chance to be human for three days to win the love of a prince.


	Symbol of Hope - The prince.

	Mentor’s initial appearance - A crab composer.

	How Symbol of Hope Brings Them Together - Because the hero has upset her father by not performing her duties as a mermaid, her father assigns the mentor to watch over her.



The mentor rarely pops up out of nowhere. Instead, the mentor is introduced as early as possible. Sometimes the mentor is seen (as in “The Little Mermaid”), sometimes the mentor is never seen but talked about by other characters (as in “Top Gun: Maverick”), and sometimes the mentor is never mentioned or seen until the last moment (as in “The Hunger Games”).

After the Symbol of Hope disrupts the hero’s life, it forces the hero into contact with a mentor who initially appears as the person least likely to be helpful in any way. Only later will the hero find out just how powerful the mentor can be.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the mentor. How does the Symbol of Hope bring the hero to the mentor? How does the mentor’s initial appearance seem least likely to help the hero?





Leading
 the Hero Into a New World


Once the hero sees how the Symbol of Hope represents a path towards the unresolved dream, the hero may still be reluctant to take action. That’s when the villain takes away the hero’s old life.

The villain’s interference motivates the hero to stay with the mentor and take a chance in the new world. In “Star Wars,” the hero (Luke) doesn’t want to stay with the mentor (Obi-wan), but when storm troopers wipe out his uncle’s farm and kill his aunt and uncle, the hero finally decides to leave his old world.

In “The Hunger Games,” the villain (the government) simply forces the hero to leave her friends and family. Now the hero has no choice but to head towards a new, unfamiliar world. The hero’s decision to enter a new world represents a Leap of Faith moment that marks the end of Act I (the 30 minute mark in a two hour movie) and the beginning of Act IIa.

Study how these movies used a Symbol of Hope to bring the hero into a new, unfamiliar world:




“WALL-E”
 - The last surviving garbage collecting robot on Earth (WALL-E) falls in love with a robot (Eve) from a starship holding the last of the human race.


	The Villain Wrecks the Hero’s Old Way of Life - The villain’s rocket lands on Earth, grabs Eve, and takes off.

	The New World - Because the hero is in love with Eve, he stows away on the rocket ship to stay with her.






“The Little Mermaid”
 - A mermaid trades her voice for a chance to become human and win the love of a prince.


	The Villain Wrecks the Hero’s Old Way of Life - The Sea Witch takes away the hero’s voice and turns her into a human so she can live out of the ocean.

	The New World - After being changed from a mermaid to a human, the hero must live on the land instead of the ocean.






“Avatar”
 - A paraplegic soldier is given the chance to inhabit an alien avatar body to study the natives of an alien world.


	The Villain Wrecks the Hero’s Old Way of Life - On his first trip outside in his avatar body, the hero gets separated from his friends and must try to survive in the wild alone.

	The New World - After getting separated from his friends, the hero finds himself alone in an alien world.



The villain must cut off the hero from the old way of life so now the hero cannot go back. At this point, the hero can do nothing or voluntarily enter a new world with no guarantee of success. This is often the first time the hero starts becoming more active in pursuing his or her unresolved dream.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the Leap of Faith scene where the hero willingly leaves their old way of life and enters a new world. In a two hour movie, this typically occurs at the 30 minute mark.

How does the villain cut off the hero from their old way of life? What new world does the hero willingly enter?





Finding
 an Ally


While pursuing the Symbol of Hope, the hero is relatively helpless and must rely on the mentor for protection. However, even the mentor cannot provide all the help the hero needs. That’s why the hero must also find an ally.

An ally knows how to navigate through the new, unfamiliar world that the hero has jumped into. Because the hero doesn’t fully understand this unfamiliar world, they need the help of someone who does and that person is an ally. Sometimes there may be more than one ally but the ally’s sole purpose is to help the hero survive in this unfamiliar world. The ally helps the hero so the hero can continue pursuing the Symbol of Hope.

Study the following movies to see how an ally appears when the hero feels most vulnerable in the unfamiliar world:




“Legally Blonde”
 - A young girl gets into Harvard law school to win her ex-boyfriend back.


	Problem in Unfamiliar World - The hero is alone, ostracized by the other students, and ridiculed by her law professors.

	Pursuit of Symbol of Hope - Stay in law school.

	Ally - The hero seeks comfort in getting her hair done and that’s how she meets her ally, a hairdresser.






“Titanic”
 - A young girl falls in love with a third-class passenger while trying to avoid marrying a rich man she doesn’t love.


	Problem in Unfamiliar World - The hero has started to fall for Jack, a third-class passenger who needs to dress up for dinner in the first class dining room.

	Pursuit of Symbol of Hope - Stay with Jack.

	Ally - The hero meets Molly Brown, a rich woman who has been snubbed by the other rich women. Molly provides Jack with a suit to wear to the dinner in the first-class dining room.






“Star Wars”
 - A young farm boy dreams of leaving his home and living an adventure.


	Problem in Unfamiliar World - The hero needs a starship to take him to Princess Leia’s planet so he can deliver R2D2.

	Pursuit of Symbol of Hope - Get to Princess Leia’s planet.

	Ally - The hero meets Han Solo, a starship pilot who’s also a smuggler.



In the early part of a story, a hero needs help from a mentor, but a mentor can’t do everything. That’s where an ally appears. A mentor teaches the hero how to become a better person and live a different life. An ally simply helps the hero deal with a physical problem in the unfamiliar world.

A hero often meets a mentor first and then an ally. However in some cases, the hero may meet an ally first and then a mentor.

In “Good Will Hunting,” the hero is a brilliant young man living in a lower class existence as a janitor at MIT. When he starts solving math problems, he attracts the attention of a math professor (an ally) who helps him avoid going to jail. Only then does the hero finally meet his mentor, a psychology professor who will teach him how to enjoy life.

In “Avatar,” the hero is a paraplegic soldier who gets assigned an alien avatar body. So the first person he meets is a scientist (an ally) who teaches him how the avatar body works. Later when the hero gets separated from the scientist, he runs into his mentor, an alien female who rescues him and teaches him to respect nature.

When a hero needs physical help, the hero needs at least one ally to help survive in the unfamiliar world. The ally helps the hero continue pursuing the Symbol of Hope. The ally is often someone who has an unresolved emotional problem just like the hero so first the ally helps the hero, then the hero turns around and helps the ally.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify an ally who provides physical help to the hero. Why does the hero need help from this ally to continue pursuing a Symbol of Hope? What would happen if this ally didn’t help the hero?





False Victory



By the midpoint of the story, with the help of both the mentor and ally, the hero finally achieves a goal related to the Symbol of Hope that appears to be a major victory. Unfortunately, even though the hero achieved their long sought after goal, it still doesn’t solve all his or her problems.

To better understand how the midpoint, False Victory scene works, pair it with the Leap of Faith scene that sets the hero off into an unfamiliar world:




“Legally Blonde”
 - A young girl gets into Harvard law school to win her ex-boyfriend back.


	Symbol of Hope - Law school.

	False Victory - The hero has finally done well in her law classes and earned the grudging respect of her fellow students and professors.

	Problem - The hero still hasn’t won back her ex-boyfriend.






“Titanic”
 - A young girl falls in love with a third-class passenger while trying to avoid marrying a rich man she doesn’t love.


	Symbol of Hope - A man she can truly love, a third-class passenger named Jack.

	False Victory - The hero finally makes love to Jack in the back seat of a car in a cargo hold.

	Problem - The hero still hasn’t gotten out of marrying a rich man she doesn’t love.






“The Martian”
 - An astronaut is abandoned on Mars and must survive long enough until help arrives.


	Symbol of Hope - Contact with NASA.

	False Victory - The hero finally gets potatoes to grow in the Martian soil.

	Problem - The hero is still marooned on Mars.



The False Victory, midpoint scene gets the hero to a triumphant conclusion, except this conclusion fails to solve the real problem that the hero must now face. Immediately after the hero achieves a False Victory, the real problem appears.

In “Star Wars,” the hero has finally reached Princess Leia’s planet, except it’s been blown up by the Death Star. (The hero originally left his safe world and entered an unfamiliar world specifically to bring R2D2 to Princess Leia’s planet.)

In “Don’t Breathe,” a young woman and her friends have broken into a blind man’s house and stolen money out of his safe, except they’re still trapped within his house. (The hero specifically broke into the blind man’s house to steal his money out of a safe.)

In “WALL-E,” the hero, a robot named WALL-E, has finally reunited with the love of his life, another robot named Eve. Unfortunately, Eve doesn’t return his love and wants to send him back to Earth where they’ll be separated forever. (The hero specifically left Earth to follow Eve for a chance to reunite with her.)

The False Victory, midpoint scene represents the highest point of the hero’s life in the achievement of a physical goal related to the Symbol of Hope. Identify the reason why the hero leaves his or her safe world and enters an unfamiliar world, and that goal is what the hero must achieve at the midpoint of the story.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the Leap of Faith scene that typically occurs around 30 minutes in a two-hour movie. What goal is the hero trying to achieve by leaping into an unfamiliar world? How does the hero finally achieve this goal by the False Victory midpoint of the story?





Summary



The Symbol of Hope drives the first half of the story. In a two hour movie, the Symbol of Hope plays a crucial role in the story every 15 minutes as follows:


	The Symbol of Hope interrupts the hero’s life (15 minutes)

	The Symbol of Hope brings the hero to a mentor (30 minutes)

	The hero needs an ally to continue pursuing the Symbol of Hope (45 minutes)

	The hero finally achieves the Symbol of Hope goal, but it’s a False Victory (60 minutes)



The scene that introduces the Symbol of Hope does the following:


	Show how the villain indirectly sends the Symbol of Hope into the hero’s life.

	Gives the hero a concrete path towards achieving his or her initial dream for a better life.

	Leads the hero to a mentor.

	Leads the hero into an unfamiliar world.



By defining a Symbol of Hope for your hero to pursue, you can plot out the first half of your story. The Symbol of Hope shapes the early part of your story. The key is that the first half of the story is never the complete story because the hero has yet to face the full wrath of the villain and finally achieve their unresolved dream (emotional and physical problem) that was introduced in the beginning.

Only after the hero reaches this False Victory midpoint does the real story begin, forcing the hero into an increasingly desperate struggle against the villain.
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THE SYMBOL OF HOPE SCENES











E
 very hero has a problem that can only be solved by pursuing a physical goal. What gives the hero a specific physical goal to pursue is a Symbol of Hope. This Symbol of Hope forms the spine of the entire story because both the hero and the villain want it and only one of them can have it. This forces the hero and villain into constant conflict until one wins the Symbol of Hope once and for all.

The Beginning scene must introduce the hero their goal. Sometimes this goal can be a physical goal such as in “Saving Private Ryan” where the goal is to find Private Ryan and bring him back home safely. In most cases, the hero has a goal but no clear path to achieve it.

That’s the purpose of the Symbol of Hope. When the Symbol of Hope interrupts the hero’s life, the hero suddenly sees how he or she can achieve their goal.

In “E.T.,” the hero (Elliot) is a boy who feels left out as his older brother and his friends play a game. The hero’s goal is to find a friend but initially, he has no idea how to do it. Then his Symbol of Hope arrives in the form of E.T.

In “Miss Congeniality,” the hero is a tomboy FBI agent who wants to find love. She has no way of getting her goal until she gets assigned to go undercover as a beauty pageant contestant. Thus the beauty pageant becomes her Symbol of Hope.

In “Babe,” the hero is a pig who has been brought to a farm to fatten up and be eaten. So the hero’s goal is to avoid getting killed, but he has no way of achieving this goal until he learns to herd chickens. Now his chance to stay alive depends on his herding ability, which is his Symbol of Hope.

The Symbol of Hope is directly related to the hero’s goal and provides a path to that goal. Although there may be multiple paths a hero could take to achieve a goal, the Symbol of Hope narrows that choice to the goal most closely related to the story setting.

“Miss Congeniality” takes place around a beauty pageant, so the hero’s Symbol of Hope must lead her there. “E.T.” takes place in the suburbs, but involves a stranded space alien. “Babe” takes place on a farm, so the hero’s Symbol of Hope involves herding, which is an activity found on a farm.

The purpose of the Symbol of Hope is to:


	Provide a path for the hero to achieve their initial goal

	Lead the hero into an unfamiliar world




Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and watch the beginning (typically the first 15 minutes in a two hour movie). When the hero is introduced, what is the hero’s goal that seems out of reach? What Symbol of Hope interrupts the hero’s life to give the hero a direction and path to pursue?

In your own story, what goal does the hero want to achieve? The best goals involve some type of emotional change that forces the hero to become a better person.

What kind of Symbol of Hope can pull the hero into the unfamiliar world of your story’s setting?





The Symbol
 of Hope Defines the Story Foundation


The Symbol of Hope can be a physical item that the hero keeps trying to get, such as the hero’s wife in “Die Hard.” However in most cases, the Symbol of Hope represents an idea that presents different types of physical challenges.

In “Room,” the hero is trapped in a backyard prison. Her Symbol of Hope is seeing a rat in her prison, which makes her realize if a rat can get in, she can get out. Now her Symbol of Hope becomes the idea of freedom, which gets challenged in several ways.

First, the villain keeps her imprisoned and represents the hero’s first physical challenge. Once the hero successfully gets out of her prison and the villain gets arrested, the hero’s now confronted with the mental challenge of staying free because she has to cope with living on the outside again.

She feels guilt over raising a son when she was imprisoned and tries to commit suicide. So even though the physical obstacle of the villain is no longer a threat, her own mental guilt becomes a new obstacle that threatens her Symbol of Hope, which is freedom.

In the first half of every story, the hero pursues a Symbol of Hope until finally getting it. In the second half of the story, the hero is forced to protect the Symbol of Hope and constantly risks losing it.

This is how the Symbol of Hope works in the following movies:




“Room”



	The hero is imprisoned in a backyard shed and her goal is to escape, which she finally does by the midpoint of the story (False Victory). Now she has her physical freedom.

	The hero is trying to live a normal life but she’s haunted by her past and her guilt so she tries to commit suicide until she finally learns to accept her traumatic past so she finally has her emotional freedom.






“WALL-E”



	The hero is alone on an abandoned Earth and wants to find love, which he does when he meets a robot named Eve (False Victory). Now he has achieved his Symbol of Hope, which is finding someone to love.

	The villain tries to destroy a plant that Eve wants to protect, so now the hero must fight to protect Eve and the plant.






“How to Train Your Dragon”



	The hero wants to learn to fight dragons and finds his Symbol of Hope when he manages to shoot down a rare Night Fury dragon that he eventually befriends. From his friendship with the Night Fury, the hero learns how to deal with dragons so he can pass his dragon training classes and impress a girl he likes (False Victory).

	The hero must keep his friendship with the Night Fury dragon hidden from others because they’ll want to kill it. Now the hero focuses his energy in trying to protect the Night Fury and other dragons as well.



The Symbol of Hope gives the hero a direction to pursue, but once the hero achieves the Symbol of Hope goal, he or she must then protect this Symbol of Hope from the villain.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and divide it in half (such as the 60 minute mark in a two hour movie). How does the hero spend his or her time pursuing a Symbol of Hope in the first half of the story? How is the hero forced to protect their Symbol of Hope in the second half of the story?

In your own story, identify the Symbol of Hope. How can the hero pursue this Symbol of Hope throughout the first part of the story until finally achieving a goal related to the Symbol of Hope by the middle of the story?

How will the hero be forced to protect his or her Symbol of Hope in the second half of the story?





How the Symbol
 of Hope Affects the Villain’s Goal


Every villain has a goal, even if it’s as simple as stopping the hero from achieving his or her goal. However, the Symbol of Hope not only gives the hero a path to achieve a dream, but also threatens the villain as well.

Because the hero wants the Symbol of Hope and the villain wants to destroy it, the hero and the villain must keep fighting until only one of them can keep it for good.

In “E.T.,” the hero wants to protect E.T. but the villain wants to capture him.

In “Saving Private Ryan,” the hero wants to find and rescue Private Ryan but the multiple villains all conspire to either stop the hero or threaten Private Ryan.

In “The Shawshank Redemption,” the hero wants his freedom but the villain wants to keep the hero trapped in prison forever so he can take advantage of the hero’s skills in running a corrupt embezzling scam.

The Symbol of Hope must be important to both the hero and the villain to force them to fight over it. Whoever gets the Symbol of Hope will get their goal and whoever fails to get the Symbol of Hope will lose their goal forever.

When the hero loses the Symbol of Hope, the story is a tragedy. When the villain loses the Symbol of Hope, the story has a happy ending. It’s important that the villain’s failure to get the Symbol of Hope results in complete disaster for the villain.

In “Tangled,” the Symbol of Hope is the hero’s freedom from her tower, which was nothing more than a prison. When the villain fails to keep the hero trapped forever, the hero’s friend cuts off her hair, destroying the rejuvenating power of the hair that has kept the villain alive all these years so she ages and dies.

In “Star Wars,” the Symbol of Hope is Princess Leia, so by failing to destroy the rebel base and Princess Leia, the villain loses the Death Star and the rebel base survives to continue fighting.

In “Thelma and Louise,” the Symbol of Hope is freedom from a man’s control. If then villain should win, the heroes will be forever under a man’s control (in prison). By failing to get the Symbol of Hope, the hero can remain free, even by choosing death.

Whatever the Symbol of Hope might be, the villain needs it to achieve a goal and deny the hero their goal. Without the Symbol of Hope, both the hero and villain’s lives will be a disaster.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the Symbol of Hope. How does this Symbol of Hope threaten the villain? What happens to the villain in the end if the villain fails to get the Symbol of Hope?

In your own story, identify the Symbol of Hope and define why the villain needs the Symbol of Hope. What goal will the villain achieve by getting the Symbol of Hope? What goal will the hero lose forever if the villain gets the Symbol of Hope? What will happen to the villain if he or she fails to get the Symbol of Hope?





The Symbol
 of Hope Foundation


The Symbol of Hope plays a role in every Act and influences multiple major scenes as shown below:

Act I


	Symbol of Hope interrupts the hero’s life

	Leap of Faith - The hero pursues the Symbol of Hope into an unfamiliar world



Act IIa


	Meet an ally - The hero needs help to continue pursuing the Symbol of Hope

	False Victory - The hero achieves a goal related to the Symbol of Hope



Act IIb


	Minor victory - The hero protects the Symbol of Hope by defeating the villain

	Rock Bottom - The villain nearly defeats the hero and takes control of the Symbol of Hope



Act III


	Enter the villain’s lair - The hero defeats a henchman to protect the Symbol of Hope

	Climax - The hero defeats the villain to get the Symbol of Hope for good



Act I introduces the hero and poses an initial question. This initial question might be a physical goal or an emotional goal. In “Little Miss Sunshine,” the initial question is a physical goal as the hero dreams about competing in a beauty pageant, so the initial question is will she ever get a chance to compete in a beauty pageant?

In “Back to the Future,” the initial question is an emotional goal as the hero dreams about playing guitar but complains he just might not be good enough. Now the initial question is will the hero ever learn if he’s good enough or not?

Halfway through Act I (the 15 minute mark in a two hour movie), the villain inadvertently sends a Symbol of Hope into the hero’s life. This Symbol of Hope then inspires the hero to pursue a physical goal.

To get the Symbol of Hope, the hero must leave his or her dead end life and take a chance entering a new, unfamiliar world. Act IIa shows the hero living an increasingly positive life within this unfamiliar world.

However, the hero needs help navigating this unfamiliar world and that’s why the hero needs an ally. With the help of this ally, the hero can finally achieve a goal related to the Symbol of Hope, which marks the midpoint of the story.

Although the hero gets a goal related to the Symbol of Hope, it’s a False Victory because the hero still hasn’t defeated the villain and still hasn’t changed into a better person.

Act IIb begins with the villain threatening the Symbol of Hope. This forces the hero to disrupt the villain’s goal, giving the hero a minor victory. However, this causes the villain to strike back and nearly defeat the hero in a Rock Bottom moment where the Symbol of Hope looks lost forever.

Only after the hero begins to change in this Rock Bottom moment can the hero go forth and confront the villain in Act III. First, the hero must defeat a henchman protecting the villain. Defeating the henchman gets the hero closer to saving the Symbol of Hope.

Then the hero can face the villain and fight to the death where the hero saves the Symbol of Hope for good (or loses it forever). This is how the Symbol of Hope defines stories in the following movies:




“Die Hard”


Act I


	Symbol of Hope interrupts the hero’s life - The hero reunites with his wife.

	Leap of Faith - The hero escapes to another floor when terrorists take over. His goal is to contact the police so they can save the wife and hostages.



Act IIa


	Meet an ally - The hero’s ally is actually the limousine driver who drove him to the Christmas party, so this is when the hero’s mentor, Office Powell, first appears in the story.

	False Victory - The hero finally contacts the police. Now the hero hopes they can save his wife and the other hostages.



Act IIb


	Minor victory - After the villain defeats the police SWAT team, the hero saves them and kills more terrorists in the process.

	Rock Bottom - The villain discovers the identity of the hero’s wife and wounds the hero.



Act III


	Enter the villain’s lair - After the villain leads the hero’s wife to the roof to blow her up on the roof, the hero drives the hostages off the roof and defeats the main henchman.

	Climax - The hero defeats the villain and saves his wife.



The Symbol of Hope in “Die Hard” is the hero’s wife. The hero wants to get back with her while the villain wants to kill her as a way to defeat the hero. From start to finish, the hero’s wife drives all of the hero’s actions. Eliminate the hero’s wife and there’s little reason for the hero and villain to fight each other.




“The Hunger Games”


Act I


	Symbol of Hope interrupts the hero’s life - The hero’s little sister gets picked for the Hunger Games so the hero volunteers in her place to protect her.

	Leap of Faith - The hero leaves her home to head towards the Capitol.



Act IIa


	Meet an ally - The hero meets a 12-year old girl named Rue who is the same age as the hero’s little sister.

	False Victory - The hero becomes friends with her fellow tribute.



Act IIb


	Minor victory - After getting treed, the hero knocks a hornet’s nest on her attackers and manages to escape with the help of her 12-year old ally.

	Rock Bottom - The hero fails to save her 12-year old ally.



Act III


	Enter the villain’s lair - The hero gets medicine to help her fellow tribute survive.

	Climax - The hero decides to commit suicide rather than give the government the satisfaction of declaring a winner.



The Symbol of Hope in “The Hunger Games” is the hero’s little sister. The hero wants to protect her and the only way she can do that is to volunteer for the Hunger Games in her little sister’s place.

Once the hero’s trapped within the Hunger Games, other people symbolize the Symbol of Hope, which is to protect others including a 12-year old girl and the hero’s fellow tribute. Take away the hero’s little sister, her 12-year old ally, and her fellow tribute and the hero has no reason to take any action at all.




“Thelma and Louise”


Act I


	Symbol of Hope interrupts the hero’s life - The hero (Thelma) wants to have fun by stopping at a bar to drink and dance.

	Leap of Faith - The hero decides go along with her friend (Louise) and flee the scene of the crime.



Act IIa


	Meet an ally - The hero meets a hitchhiker.

	False Victory - The hero makes love to the hitchhiker.



Act IIb


	Minor victory - After losing all their money to the hitchhiker, the hero uses what she learned from him to rob a gas station to get money.

	Rock Bottom - The hero learns that the police know they’re heading to Mexico.



Act III


	Enter the villain’s lair - The hero gets stopped by a New Mexico state trooper and locks him in the trunk of the police car.

	Climax - The hero decides to keep going rather than get caught by the police.



The Symbol of Hope in “Thelma and Louise” is her freedom. In Act I, that Symbol of Hope first appears as a bar where the hero can have fun, drink, dance, and meet men. In the Leap of Faith scene, the hero pursues her freedom by fleeing the scene of the crime.

To continue pursuing her freedom from her husband, the hero picks up a hitchhiker and then in the False Victory scene, she makes love to him, which is the highest point of her life in the story so far.

In Act IIb, the hero robs a gas station for money so she can continue traveling and protect her freedom (her Symbol of Hope). Then she hits Rock Bottom when the police know where she’s going and trace her call to narrow down her location. This puts the hero’s freedom (Symbol of Hope) in jeopardy.

In Act III, the hero gets stopped by a New Mexico state trooper and locks him in his trunk so she can get away, which protects her freedom. Finally when cornered at the edge of the Grand Canyon, the hero decides to keep moving to protect her freedom, even in death as she drives over the edge of a cliff.

Throughout any story, the hero must pursue and protect a Symbol of Hope. If the hero fails to pursue a Symbol of Hope throughout the story, the hero’s actions won’t make any sense. In “Thelma and Louise,” the hero is pursuing her freedom, but what if she suddenly decided she wanted to win a bowling championship in the middle of the story? That goal wouldn’t be consistent with protecting and pursuing her freedom.

Watch a mediocre movie and you’ll often find that the hero fails to pursue a Symbol of Hope consistently throughout the story. This creates an unfocused story that confuses an audience because the hero fails to pursue a Symbol of Hope.

Notice that the Symbol of Hope doesn’t have to be the same item. In “Thelma and Louise,” the hero’s symbol of freedom changes from a bar and fleeing a scene of the crime (Act I) to a hitchhiker in Act IIa. Rather than focus on t he item, focus on the action the hero takes.

In every scene, the hero focuses on pursuing the Symbol of Hope (in the first half of the story) and protecting the Symbol of Hope (in the second half of the story).


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the Symbol of Hope that interrupts the hero’s life (typically around the 15 minute mark in a two hour movie). Notice how the pursuit and protection of this Symbol of Hope influences every major scene in the story.

In your own story, identify something your hero wants. This could be a physical goal such as in “Little Miss Sunshine” where the hero pursues her dream of competing in a beauty pageant. This could also be an emotional dream such as the idea of freedom from men as pursued by the hero in “Thelma and Louise.”

Define a physical goal your hero can pursue as a Symbol of Hope.

Define an emotional dream your hero can pursue as a Symbol of Hope.

Which type of Symbol of Hope makes the most sense for your story, a physical goal or an emotional dream?





Summary



The Symbol of Hope offers a path for the hero to achieve a dream. Unfortunately, the Symbol of Hope also threatens the villain. Because both the hero and villain need the Symbol of Hope, they must constantly fight each other to get sole possession of it.

The Symbol of Hope can be a physical item, but most of the time it’s an abstract idea that appears embodies in different physical forms. The hero must pursue the Symbol of Hope in the first half of the story before finally achieving a goal related to the Symbol of Hope. Then the hero must protect the Symbol of Hope in the second half of the story.

The pursuit and protection of the Symbol of Hope defines the entire story as both the hero and villain fight for it. In the end, only one can win and the final battle determines who gets the Symbol of Hope. Whoever fails to get the Symbol of Hope will suffer a disaster. Thus the Symbol of Hope represents the one chance for both the hero and the villain to achieve their dreams or lose their dreams forever.
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THE FIRST HALF OF THE HERO’S STORY











E
 very story is about a hero who overcomes obstacles and changes as a result. Thus every scene must focus on either the hero or characters whose actions will affect the hero. If a scene focuses on characters whose actions have no effect on the hero, it will take attention away from the hero.

In “The Hunger Games,” most of the scenes focus on the hero, but there are occasionally scenes that focus on the villain or the forces of the villain. In one scene, the villain (President Snow) trims flowers while the game maker (the villain’s henchman) talks to him about what they should do about the latest developments in the Hunger Games that are causing riots to break out.

Even though the hero does not appear in this scene, the decisions made by the villain will affect the hero when the game maker changes the rules to allow two tributes to be declared winners as long as they both come from the same district.

Another scene in “The Hunger Games” that doesn’t include the hero shows a control room with multiple people controlling different parts of the Hunger Games environment. In one scene, the people in the control room decide to drive the hero back towards the other tributes by setting the forest on fire.

In a later scene, the people in the control room create beasts to drive the remaining tributes together. In both cases, these scenes show decisions that will directly affect the hero. As a general rule, if a scene doesn’t include the hero, or include information that will affect the hero, that scene probably doesn’t belong.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and look for scenes that do not include the hero. How does the action in those scenes affect the hero?

Pick a mediocre movie and watch for scenes that do not include the hero. Do the actions in these scenes affect the hero? Often times mediocre movies include scenes that do not include the hero or do not affect the hero, which takes the focus off the hero and creates a disjointed story.





The Two Halves
 of a Story


When plotting the hero’s story, you can outline the entire story in two halves that show how the hero gradually changes. In a two hour movie, the first half of a story runs from the 0 to 60 minute mark and the second half of the story runs from the 60 to 120 minute mark.

Three crucial changes that occur between these two halves of a story are:


	Pursue Symbol of Hope -> Protect Symbol of Hope

	Deception -> Trouble

	Selfish -> Selfless



In the first half of a story, the hero pursues a Symbol of Hope until finally achieving it at the midpoint of the story. Then in the second half of the story, the hero must protect that Symbol of Hope from the villain, who’s trying to destroy it. Knowing how the Symbol of Hope shifts between the two halves of the story is crucial in plotting the action of the entire story.

In “Avatar,” the hero wants to walk again. He has two ways to achieve this. First, he can fit inside an alien avatar body and then he’ll be able to walk as an alien. Second, if he succeeds in his mission, the government will pay for surgery to give him the ability to walk again as a human.

The first half of the story involves the hero learning to walk in his alien avatar body (Symbol of Hope). By doing this, he impresses the military where they’ll eventually pay for his surgery to walk again.

Then the second half of the story involves the hero falling in love with an alien female and the ways of the alien people. This puts his goal of walking in jeopardy. If he doesn’t cooperate with the military in attacking the alien people, the military won’t pay for his surgery and they’ll keep him away from his alien avatar body as well. The hero must now protect his avatar body (Symbol of Hope) if he ever hopes to walk again.

In addition to pursuing a Symbol of Hope in the first half of a story, the hero must simultaneously hold both a limiting belief and an empowering belief at the same time. On the outside, the hero looks like the empowering belief but on the inside, they’re still cling to the limiting belief.

That means in the first half of a story, the hero must often deceive others about who they really are. Then in the second half of the story, this deception gradually gets stripped away until the hero winds up with nothing due to clinging to both a limiting and empowering belief at the same time.

In “Tootsie,” the first half of the story is about a hero who lands a role on a soap opera as a woman, even though he’s actually a man. Now he must hide his true identity from everyone including the co-star who he loves.

In the second half of the story, the hero’s deception starts causing trouble. Sexist men try to harass the hero while he can’t show his love to his co-star because she thinks he’s a woman. The hero’s life reaches a breaking point when he has to decide if maintaining the deception is worth the cost of never being his true self who can love his co-star as a man.

As the hero pursues a Symbol of Hope in the first half of the story and relies on deception to do it, the hero also starts out selfish as well. Then in the second half of the story, the hero starts thinking less of themselves and more about others. Thus the hero gradually changes from being selfish to being selfless, which helps complete their transition into a better person.

In “Avatar,” the first half of the story is about the hero just wants to earn enough money to pay for surgery that will give him back the ability to walk again. In the second half of the story, the hero no longer cares just about himself, but also about the fate of the aliens he’s befriended. Thus the hero gradually transitions from thinking selfishly to thinking selflessly.

By understanding how these two halves of a story gradually show the change in the hero, you can outline the broader details of your story.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the midpoint. In the first half of the story, how does the hero pursue a Symbol of Hope? In the second half of the story, how does the hero need to protect that Symbol of Hope?

In the first half of the story, how does the hero rely on deceiving others? In the second half of the story, how does the hero’s deception cause problems that can no longer be solved as long as the hero maintains their deception?

In the first half of the story, how does the hero focus on selfish goals? In the second half of the story, how does the hero start focusing on helping others?

In your own story, define the broad changes in the hero going from pushing the Symbol of Hope to protecting it, deceiving others to running into a dilemma that can not be resolved as long as the hero maintains their deception, and how the hero starts thinking selfishly and gradually becomes selfless.





Act
 I - Introducing the Hero


The first scenes of any story must introduce the hero. Sometimes stories introduce the villain first, but then they immediately introduce the hero afterwards. Introducing the hero as soon as possible lets us know who the hero is.

The introduction of the hero must include:


	The hero’s dream (initial problem/character flaw)

	The hero’s unique skill



Every hero should start with a problem. Either the hero already has a problem or the hero is about to have a problem. Then the hero should demonstrate a unique skill that will help the hero defeat the villain in the end.

This is the way the following movies introduce the hero:




“Back to the Future”



	The first scene reveals the hero’s unique skill, which is playing the guitar.

	Later scenes show the hero complaining to his girlfriend that he doesn’t think he’s good enough to play the guitar. This lack of confidence establishes his character flaw.






“Legally Blonde”



	The hero reveals her character flaw, which is that she thinks she needs a man as she anticipates her boyfriend proposing to her.

	Later scenes show a saleswoman trying to take advantage of the hero, only to find that the hero is smart and can’t be fooled. This reveals the hero’s unique skill that she’s smarter than she looks.






“Top Gun: Maverick”



	The hero reveals her character flaw, which is his guilt over the death of his best friend.

	The hero flies an experimental plane to Mach 10, which reveals his unique skill as a hotshot, fearless pilot.



The hero’s character flaw defines the conflict. Throughout the story, every obstacle will force the hero into a dilemma where the hero must choose between the easy path of accepting a limiting belief, or the hard path of striving to follow a more empowering belief.

In “Back to the Future,” the hero’s character flaw is that he lacks confidence. That means every obstacle will force him to keep confronting this character flaw. The hero must constantly choose to gain confidence in himself or choose not to have confidence in himself.

In “Top Gun: Maverick,” the hero must constantly confront his guilt over his dead friend. Should he keep holding guilt or should he risk finding a way to overcome this guilt?

In “Legally Blonde,” the hero must struggle between being dependent on a man or standing on her own.

Doing nothing to hold on to the character flaw is always the easy solution. Finding a way to overcome the character flaw is always the riskier option with no guarantee of success. Once the introductory scenes


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and watch the first 15 minutes of a two hour movie. You should be able to identify who the hero is, the hero’s unique skill, and the hero’s character flaw.

In your own story, define your hero’s character flaw and unique skill. The character flaw defines the hero’s emotional problem that he or she must resolve by the end of the story.





Act
 I - Following the Symbol of Hope


In the first half of Act I, the story must introduce the hero’s unique skill and character flaw, which starts the hero on a journey to overcome this character flaw. Unfortunately, the hero has no way of resolving the character flaw until a Symbol of Hope interrupts the hero’s life.

Ironically, the villain inadvertently sends this Symbol of Hope into the hero’s life, so the moment the hero sees the Symbol of Hope for the first time must be a major, memorable event.

The Symbol of Hope immediately gives the hero a goal. Pursuing this Symbol of Hope often leads the hero to a mentor, who gives the hero a choice. Enter a new, unfamiliar world or stay stuck in the dead end life.

Not surprisingly, the hero usually resists entering an unfamiliar world, so the villain must force the hero to take a Leap of Faith into this unfamiliar world. The basic structure of this second half of Act I looks like this:


	The villain inadvertently sends a Symbol of Hope into the hero’s life.

	The hero follows this Symbol of Hope to a mentor.

	Because the hero is reluctant to follow the mentor into an unfamiliar world, the villain cuts the hero off from his or her old life.

	The hero to take a Leap of Faith into an unfamiliar world



This is how the Symbol of Hope works in the following movies:




“The Matrix”



	The villain has learned that the good guys are looking for the hero so they take him in for questioning. The Symbol of Hope is the bugle mechanical device the villain inserts into the hero.

	The hero gets a phone call from his mentor, Morpheus, who tells him to meet him.

	The hero gets a strange tracking device yanked out of his body, which the villain inserted in him during a dream.

	The hero takes the red pill to find out the truth about the Matrix, and leaps into the unfamiliar world of reality.






“Thelma and Louise”



	The hero (Thelma) has stopped at a bar and the villain has bought her drinks and started dancing with her. The Symbol of Hope is the bar, which represents freedom.

	Because the villain has taken the hero outside, her mentor (Louise) runs out in the parking to find her and saves her from the villain who was going to rape her.

	The villain insults the mentors, who shoots him dead. Now the hero can’t go back to her old life.

	The hero agrees to flee the scene of the crime into an unfamiliar world of being a fugitive.






“Soul”



	After the hero auditions for a jazz band and gets the job, he falls in an open manhole and dies.

	In the afterlife, the hero looks for a way to get back to his life and is mistaken for a mentor to help a reluctant soul find her spark to go to Earth.

	The villain discovers a soul is missing and goes off in search of the missing soul to bring it back to the afterlife.

	The hero finds a way to get back to Earth but accidentally winds up in the body of a cat.



The Symbol of Hope gives the hero a direction where the hero eventually winds up in an unfamiliar world. Act I consists of two halves:


	The first half introduces the hero, their unique skill, and their character flaw that defines an emotional problem they need to resolve.

	The second half introduces a Symbol of Hope that goads the hero into action, where he or she meets a mentor. Then the villain cuts off the hero’s old way of life so the hero has no choice but to take a Leap of Faith into an unfamiliar world.




Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the Symbol of Hope. How does the villain inadvertently send this Symbol of Hope into the hero’s life? How does the Symbol of Hope lead the hero to a mentor? How does the villain cut the hero off from his or her old way of life? What Leap of Faith does the hero take to jump into an unfamiliar world?

In your own story, outline these four steps:


	What is the hero’s Symbol of Hope and how does the hero send it into the hero’s life?

	How does the Symbol of Hope lead the hero to a mentor?

	How does the villain block the hero from returning to his or her old way of life?

	What unfamiliar world does the hero enter to chase the Symbol of Hope?







Act IIa - Getting
 to Know an Unfamiliar World


Once a hero takes a Leap of Faith into an unfamiliar world, the hero starts learning about this new world. As a stranger in this new world, the hero often runs in problems right away and needs the mentor’s help surviving.

The mentor’s help further reveals his or her power along with a reminder of the power that the villain poses to the hero. Despite the mentor’s help, the hero often runs into another problem. In pursuit of the Symbol of Hope (which convinced the hero to take a Leap of Faith into an unknown world), the hero needs more help. That’s when the hero searches for an ally.

The ally helps the hero pursue the Symbol of Hope and then with the ally’s help, the hero finally achieves a goal related to the Symbol of Hope. The basic structure of the hero’s story in Act IIa looks like this:


	Hero runs into problems in the unfamiliar world

	The mentor helps the hero, revealing his or her power while also revealing the villain’s power

	The hero finds an ally

	The hero finally achieves a goal related to the Symbol of Hope (False Victory)



Act IIa focuses on teaching the hero (and the audience) about this new, unfamiliar world while getting the hero closer to achieving the Symbol of Hope goal. This is how the Act IIa structure works in the following movies:




“Legally Blonde”



	After getting into law school, the hero realizes it’s harder than she thought and everyone ostracizes her, thinking she’s just a dumb blonde.

	The hero’s mentor, a lawyer helping the professors, gives her advice on how to pass her classes.

	Discouraged by law school, the hero rushes to a beauty parlor and meets her ally, a hairdresser.

	After the hero’s ex-boyfriend not so subtly tells her she’s not smart enough to be in law school, the hero starts studying harder and starts getting compliments from her law professors.






“The Matrix”



	The hero wakes up in a tank and gets flushed down a sewer system, nearly drowning.

	The hero’s mentor rescues the hero from the sewer system in a ship.

	The hero meets the other crew members of the ship that saved him.

	The hero learns the truth that the Matrix is a computer-simulated world where he can alter reality.






“Top Gun: Maverick”



	After getting assigned as a Top Gun instructor, the hero realizes one of his students is the son of his dead friend whose death he still feels responsible for.

	The hero meets one of his mentors, his old girlfriend, who helps him feel welcome and happy to be there.

	On the first day of training, the hero tries to talk to Rooster, the son of his dead friend, but Rooster refuses to let the past go.

	The hero shows the other pilots how much they need to learn and gradually builds them into a team.



Act IIa is defined by the Leap of Faith scene (at the end of Act I) and theFalse Victory scene (at the end of Act IIa). In the Leap of Faith scene, the hero pursues a Symbol of Hope goal. By the False Victory, the hero achieves that Symbol of Hope goal.

In “Thelma and Louise,” the hero immediately flees the scene of the crime (at the end of Act I) and their first goal is to get enough money to get to Mexico. By the midpoint (False Victory) of the story, Louise’s boyfriend has arrived with several thousand dollars for her.

In “Back to the Future,” the hero accidentally interferes with his dad meeting his mom, so now his goal is to get his dad to meet his mom. By the midpoint (False Victory), the hero has succeeded in convincing his father to ask his mom to the school dance.

In “The Matrix,” the hero’s goal is to learn about the Matrix by taking the red pill (at the end of Act I). By the midpoint (False Victory), the hero learns that the Matrix is a computer simulation of the present day world.

In Act IIa, the hero needs the help of both a mentor and an ally. The mentor reveals his or her power while the ally provides physical help within the unfamiliar world.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the Leap of Faith scene (the end of Act I) and the midpoint (False Victory) scene. Notice how they match. How does the hero rely on the help from an ally and a mentor?

In your own story, identify the Symbol of Hope goal the hero pursues in the Leap of Faith scene (the end of Act I) or shortly in the beginning of Act IIa. Make sure the hero achieves this goal by the midpoint (False Victory) scene.

What power does the mentor reveal to help the hero?

Why does the hero need help from an ally?





The False Victory
 Midpoint


The midpoint, False Victory of a story represents a major high point in the hero’s life, but also a major revelation. In the first half of the story, the hero has been working diligently towards achieving a goal related to the Symbol of Hope. Then at the midpoint, the hero finally achieves this goal.

Up until this time, the hero (and the audience) still has no clear idea what the villain’s goal might be although we’re gradually getting hints of it all along. Suddenly after the midpoint scene, the real threat from the villain becomes clear. Immediately after the midpoint scene, the villain takes control and reveals the first clue to his or her horrifying goal.

In “Star Wars,” the midpoint occurs when the hero finally reaches Princess Leia’s planet, except it’s no longer there because it’s been blown up by the Death Star (foreshadowing the Climax scene when the Death Star is trying to blow up the rebel base). Then the next big clue of the villain’s goal occurs when the hero gets captured by the Death Star.

In “Top Gun: Maverick,” the midpoint occurs when the hero finally turns all the fighter pilots into a team by having them play beach football. This is also the moment when the hero finally makes love to his girlfriend. While in bed together, the hero finally admits that he kept his dead friend’s son out of flying because of a promise he made to the boy’s mother. This hints at a major dilemma the hero must resolve (foreshadowing the Climax scene when the hero must resolve his relationship with his dead friend’s son). In this case, the villain is mostly the hero’s internal problems.

In “The Hunger Games,” the midpoint occurs when the hero talks to her fellow tribute and they agree that they don’t want to let the government (the villain) change who they are. Then the next day, the hero must enter the Hunger Games arena and battle to the death.

The midpoint False Victory scene represents the end of innocence for the hero and the beginning of the real battle against the villain. From the midpoint on, life will get progressively worse for the hero until the final battle against the villain in the end.

This midpoint scene serves several purposes:


	Creates a False Victory goal where the hero thinks the problem is solved, but it’s not.

	Dramatically raises the stakes and danger to the hero.

	Forces the hero to react and become more proactive.



The midpoint scene acts as a bridge from the opening scene to the ending scene. The midpoint scene ends the first half of the story and intensifies the danger to the hero that starts the second half of the story.

A midpoint scene consists of three parts:


	Beginning - The hero is on the verge of achieving a goal that will seem to solve a major problem, but it really doesn’t.

	Middle - The villain reveals the true conflict and danger to the hero.

	End - The hero reacts to this drastic twist by becoming proactive.



Study the midpoint scenes of the following movies to see how this three-part midpoint structure works:




“Star Wars”



	The hero finally arrives at Princess Leia’s planet to deliver R2D2 (that seems to solve a major problem), but the planet is no longer there.

	The Death Star captures the Millennium Falcon and now the hero is trapped in the Death Star.

	After the hero sneaks out of the Millennium Falcon, he realizes he has to rescue Princess Leia before she’s executed.






“Alien”



	The face hugger alien finally releases the crew member and he appears to be okay (that seems to solve a major problem), but then an alien bursts from his chest.

	The chest-bursting alien kills the crew member and escapes into the spaceship.

	The hero must help organize the remaining crew members to hunt down and catch the alien.






“Die Hard”



	The hero finally manages to contact the police (that seems to solve a major problem) by throwing a dead terrorist on to a police car.

	Now the terrorists really want to hunt down and kill the hero because he’s causing problems.

	When the police prove ineffective, the hero starts taking the fight to the terrorists.




Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and look for the midpoint scene. In a two-hour movie, this halfway point will occur around the 60 minute mark.


	What goal is the hero on the verge of achieving?

	What does the villain do to drastically raise the stakes for the hero?

	How does the hero react by becoming proactive?







Summary



The first half of the hero’s story is about taking the hero from a dead end life (in Act I) and bringing the hero into a new, unfamiliar world where life gets far better (by the end of Act IIa).

The Symbol of Hope lures the hero into a new world where the hero meets an ally and sees the mentor’s power. However, the hero must often rely on deception within this unfamiliar world while thinking only of themselves.

Act I must define the hero’s character flaw along with a dream the hero wants to achieve. Then Act IIa must give the hero a way to start changing and demonstrate they can overcome their character flaw if they would only believe in themselves and lose their initial limiting belief.

The first half of a story provides positive rising action as the hero’s life gradually gets better until achieving a False Victory at the midpoint of the story. Then the second half of a story starts the downhill slide as the hero’s life gradually gets much worse than before.
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THE SECOND HALF OF THE HERO’S STORY











I
 n the first half of the story, the hero pursues a Symbol of Hope, deceives others while embracing both a limiting belief and an empowering belief, and focuses on selfish goals. Then in the second half of the story, the hero starts changing because of problems.

After achieving a Symbol of Hope goal, the hero must now protect this Symbol of Hope from the villain. Because the hero has been deceiving others in the first half of the story, the hero gradually feels more isolated. Adding to the conflict is that the hero starts seeing how their actions affect others.

In “The Proposal,” the hero is a Canadian who risks being deported. To stay in America, she pressures a subordinate to pretend he’s going to marry her. That way she can stay in the country and not get deported. This is how the first half of the story looks:


	Pursue Symbol of Hope - Pretending to get married.

	Deception - Only her and her subordinate know their marriage plans aren’t real.

	Selfish - The hero only cares about staying in the country and avoiding deportation.



After meeting her “fiancé’s” family in the midpoint (False Victory), the hero now faces the following problems in the second half of the story:


	Protect Symbol of Hope - After spending time with her fake fiancé’s family, the hero must maintain the lie that they’re really getting married.

	Problems from Deception - The hero starts liking her fake fiancé’s family and feels guilty for deceiving them.

	Selfless - After being treated so nicely by her fake fiancé’s family, the hero realizes she can’t continue to lie to them just for her own benefit of staying in the country.



In “Violent Night,” the hero is Santa Claus who is losing his faith in the spirit of Christmas. While delivering gifts to a rich family’s mansion, he gets trapped when terrorists take over the estate. This is how the first half of the story looks:


	Pursue Symbol of Hope - The hero (Santa Claus) gets in touch with a little girl who asks for his help.

	Deception - Santa Claus is trying to hide his true identity from the terrorists.

	Selfish - The hero only wants to get out of the house without getting killed.



After the hero kills two terrorists and escapes from the mansion, he realizes he can’t leave the little girl behind where she risks being killed. Now the hero faces new problems in the second half of the story:


	Protect Symbol of Hope - The hero specifically strives to save the little girl.

	Problems from Deception - The villain hates Christmas due to his poor upbringing and so he realizes if he kills Santa Claus, he can ruin Christmas for everyone around the world.

	Selfless - Santa now wants to protect the little girl and her family while regaining his belief in people and the spirit of Christmas.



In “Don’t Breathe,” the hero wants to make enough money to take her little sister away from their abusive mother. This is how the first half of the story looks:


	Pursue Symbol of Hope - The hero learns that a blind man recently got a lot of money in a court settlement and that he keeps it in a safe in his home.

	Deception - The hero must sneak into the blind man’s home without being detected.

	Selfish - The hero only wants the money.



After the hero finds and steals the money, her problems change in the second half of the story:


	Protect Symbol of Hope - The hero must keep the money while trying to escape from the blind man’s house before he can find and kill her.

	Problems from Deception - The hero is now trapped inside the blind man’s house.

	Selfless - The hero tries to save a woman held captive by the villain.



By understanding how the second half of the story changes the first half of the story, you can better understand how to write your own story using this rough guideline.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and watch the first half of the movie. How does the hero pursue a Symbol of Hope and get it by the midpoint? How does the hero deceive others by changing their appearance or misrepresenting who they really are? How is the hero pursuing a selfish goal?

Then watch the second half of the movie and ask how does the hero fight to protect the Symbol of Hope? How does the hero’s deception start causing problems? How does the hero start helping others?

In your own story, outline the two halves of the story. What Symbol of Hope does the hero pursue in the first half of the story? How does the villain threaten this Symbol of Hope in the second half of the story?

What type of deception does the hero use in the first half of this tory. How does this deception cause problems for the hero in the second half of the story?

How does the hero focus on a selfish goal in the first half of the story? How does the hero start caring for others in the second half of the story?





Act
 IIb - The Hero’s Minor Victory


At the midpoint (False Victory), the hero learns a crucial lesson from the mentor that will prove invaluable in defeating the villain in the end. The hero also achieves a goal related to the Symbol of Hope, which also foreshadows how the hero will defeat the villain in the end.

More importantly, the hero starts learning about the villain’s real goal that has been hidden in the first half of the story. Rather than remain passive, the hero starts becoming more proactive in Act IIb, which demonstrates the hero’s gradual change but also gives the hero a chance to influence an ally.

The hero must protect the Symbol of Hope and take greater risks. Then the hero manages to achieve a minor victory. The basic structure of the hero’s minor victory looks like this:


	The hero gets a glimpse of the villain’s true goal.

	The hero takes action to fight back against the villain.

	The hero overcomes an obstacle.

	The hero achieves a minor victory over the villain.



In “Little Miss Sunshine,” the hero’s grandfather has died and his body is stuck in a hospital. The hero’s family can’t leave his body there so they can’t leave. If they can’t leave, they can’t get the hero to the beauty pageant.

So the minor victory occurs when the family decides to smuggle the grandfather’s dead body out of the hospital and take it with them, hidden in the back of the van. Once they have the grandfather’s dead body, they can continue on their journey to the beauty pageant.

The hero’s minor victory is all about keeping the hero’s Symbol of Hope alive. In “Little Miss Sunshine,” the hero’s Symbol of Hope is to get to the beauty pageant so she can compete. In “Die Hard,” the hero’s Symbol of Hope is his wife.

So in “Die Hard,” the hero’s minor victory is saving the police SWAT team from getting wiped out. Even though the SWAT team has nothing to do with the hero’s wife, their survival symbolizes his wife’s survival.

In addition, contacting the police was the hero’s Symbol of Hope goal because he thought the police could stop the terrorists. Only when the hero realizes that the police can’t save his wife does he fully commit to fighting the terrorists on his own, and that’s his minor victory.

The minor victory is anything that keeps the hero’s Symbol of Hope alive despite the villain’s actions to threaten and destroy it.

This minor victory looks like this in the following movies:




“Top Gun: Maverick”



	A pilot blacks out and heads towards the ground. This shows the hero the danger of losing the pilots he’s training.

	The hero chases after him to trigger his warning tone.

	The pilot manages to wake up just in time.

	A bird strike knocks out another fighter and the pilot and weapons officer have to eject but both are safe. Despite the risk of death, the hero didn’t lose a single trainee.






“Thelma and Louise”



	The hero realizes the hitchhiker took all their money. This shows the hero their hopeless situation on the run.

	The hero leaves the motel and heads to a convenience store.

	The hero runs out of the convenience store and tells Louise to drive away. Fast.

	The hero has just robbed a convenience store and gotten them money.






“Star Wars”



	The hero discovers that Princess Leia is on the Death Star and scheduled to be executed. This shows the danger of the villain.

	The hero convinces his ally, Han Solo, to help him rescue Princess Leia.

	The hero arrives at the guard station and shoots all the guards.

	The hero rescues Princess Leia.



Even though the hero achieves a minor victory over the villain, the hero’s life is still heading on a downward spiral that’s about to get worse in the second half of Act IIb. That’s when the villain directly threatens the hero until nearly defeating the hero altogether.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and find the midpoint. After the midpoint, what minor victory does the hero achieve over the villain?

For your own story, identify the hero’s Symbol of Hope and the hero must protect the Symbol of Hope from the villain.





Act
 IIb - The Rock Bottom


After the hero achieves a minor victory against the villain, the villain immediately responds by directly threatening and attacking the hero. Because this is the first time the villain personally attacks the hero, he or she nearly defeats the hero for good, gets the Symbol of Hope from the hero, and is on the verge of achieving their goal. All of this drives the hero in a Rock Bottom moment where everything looks hopeless and the hero’s life is even worse than it was in the beginning.

The second half of Act IIb looks like this:


	The villain threatens the hero.

	The hero survives the villain’s attack.

	The villain is on the verge of success and gets the Symbol of Hope.

	The hero hits Rock Bottom.



This is how the second half of Act IIb looks in the following movies:




“The Matrix”



	The villain meets with a defector, who threatens everything the hero hopes to achieve, which is to defeat the machines.

	The hero goes to see the Oracle and learns he’s not the chosen one.

	The villain tries to trap everyone and manages to kill several of the hero’s friends.

	The villain captures the hero’s mentor (Morpheus).






“Tangled”



	The villain lures the hero’s friend away to make it look like he abandoned her.

	The villain tricks the hero into thinking the villain saved her from thugs.

	The villain tricks the hero into believing the villain was right all along so the hero will willingly go back to the tower with the villain.

	The hero’s friend gets thrown in prison to be executed.






“Die Hard”



	The villain accidentally meets the hero and tricks him into thinking he’s another hostage who had gotten away.

	The villain tries to kill the hero but the hero gave him an empty gun.

	The villain and his henchmen shoot out the glass and wound the hero. The villain now has the detonators and the hero’s wife (his Symbol of Hope).

	The hero’s isolated in a restroom, pulling glass shards out of his bare feet.



In the second half of Act IIb, the villain slowly gets closer to achieving their goal with horrendous consequences to the hero, someone the hero loves, and innocent people. The villain almost achieves the goal that began in the beginning and takes the Symbol of Hope away from the hero.

Meanwhile, the hero’s lies and deception from the first half of the story starts coming back to haunt the hero. Even worse, the hero’s mentor often dies or separates from the hero, forcing the hero to battle by themselves with increasingly dismal results. While Act IIb puts the villain on the verge of victory, Act IIb also pushes the hero on the verge of defeat.

The key to the Rock Bottom moment is to isolate the hero from everyone and put the hero right back at the beginning so their goal seems even farther away than before.

In “Tangled,” the Rock Bottom moment occurs when the villain tricks the hero into coming back to the tower. Not only has the villain physically locked her back in the tower, but the villain has also destroyed the hero’s belief in herself that the outside world might be a fun place to explore.

In “The Matrix,” the Rock Bottom moment occurs when the villain threatens to kill the hero and the woman who loves him. The villain has already killed several other people and have left the hero and the woman for last before he pulls their plugs and kills them. Now it looks like there’s nothing the hero can do.

In “Back to the Future,” the villain locks the hero in the trunk of a car. Since the hero’s parents will only decide to marry if they can kiss at the school dance, it’s crucial that they dance together. However, the band’s guitarist has hurt his hand so the band can’t play. That means the hero’s very existence is in danger if his parents don’t get together.

Focus on the Rock Bottom moment to make your hero isolated and in the worst possible position ever. The Rock Bottom moment is where the hero appears to have lost and the villain appears to have won.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and look for the Rock Bottom moment where all appears lost. How did the hero gradually get to this Rock Bottom moment?

In your own story, start with this Rock Bottom moment and identify how can the villain by on the verge of achieving his or her goal? How can the hero be alone and isolated from the mentor and any allies? What is the core character flaw that the hero must finally overcome in this Rock Bottom moment?





Outlining
 the Villain’s Goal Scenes


While the hero’s life spirals downward throughout Act IIb, the villain’s fortunes constantly increase. From the beginning, the villain has a goal. However through the first half of the story, this goal remains murky so the story emphasizes the hero pursuing a Symbol of Hope up until the midpoint. At the midpoint, the entire story changes dramatically.

In the beginning of the midpoint scene, the hero is just on the verge of achieving a goal related to the Symbol of Hope and life looks like it’s going to get better. Then something drastic happens. This drastic change starts revealing the true nature of the villain’s goal that the hero (and the audience) gradually learns as follows:


	Midpoint (False Victory) scene - The true nature of the villain’s goal first appears. (60 minutes)

	First Battle scene - The hero fights a battle against the villain and learns an important clue about the villain’s goal while protecting the Symbol of Hope. (75 minutes)

	Rock Bottom scene - The hero fights a second battle against the villain, nearly loses, and finally learns the complete villain’s goal. The Symbol of Hope appears lost for good. (90 minutes)

	Entering the Villain’s Lair scene - The hero attacks the villain’s forces and achieves a minor victory, often by defeating a henchman. The Symbol of Hope appears within reach again. (105 minutes)

	Final Battle scene - The hero fights the villain in the final battle where only one can win and get the Symbol of Hope. (120 minutes)



In the second half of the story, the hero actively fights against the villain for the Symbol of Hope. However, the real purpose of this struggle isn’t just to oppose the hero, but to force the hero to get stronger for the final showdown in the end.

This is how the villain’s goal slowly gets revealed in the second half of the following movies:




“Alien”



	Midpoint (False Victory) scene - The villain’s goal is to keep the alien alive so now the alien is loose in the starship. (60 minutes)

	First Battle scene - The crew tries to catch the alien but discover it’s grown and is far more dangerous. They try to trap it in the air ducts but find that the alien is also intelligent. (75 minutes)

	Rock Bottom scene - They learn that the villain wants to keep the alien alive since the entire crew is expendable. They prepare to escape in a shuttle but the alien kills the other crew members so the hero is now alone. (90 minutes)

	Entering the Villain’s Lair scene - Ripley sets off the self-destruct mechanism on the starship and escapes in the shuttle. (105 minutes)

	Final Battle scene - Ripley faces the alien alone and finally manages to blow it out into space to kill it once and for all. (120 minutes)






“Die Hard”



	Midpoint (False Victory) scene - The villain shows they’re not just holding people hostage but have a well-organized plan in place to defend themselves from the police. (60 minutes)

	First Battle scene - The villain defeats a SWAT team and the hero saves them by blowing up the terrorists with their own detonators. The detonators are the first clue that the villain’s goal isn’t just to steal money. (75 minutes)

	Rock Bottom scene - The villain meets the hero, discovers he’s barefoot, and shoots out the glass to seriously wound the hero after recovering the detonators and learning the identity of the hero’s wife. Then the hero realizes that the villain will blow up the hostages on the roof with the detonators. (90 minutes)

	Entering the Villain’s Lair scene - The hero rescues the hostages from the roof and defeats the main henchman trying to kill him. (105 minutes)

	Final Battle scene - The hero kills the villain and reunites with his wife. (120 minutes)






“Star Wars”



	Midpoint (False Victory) scene - The villain captures the hero in the Death Star. (60 minutes)

	First Battle scene - The hero rescues Princess Leia and learns that the villain wants the stolen Death Star plans hidden in R2D2. (75 minutes)

	Rock Bottom scene - The hero is nearly crushed in a trash compactor and then barely escapes storm troopers as he tries to get to the Millennium Falcon. The audience learns that the villain wants to find and destroy the rebel base. (90 minutes)

	Entering the Villain’s Lair scene - The hero escapes from the Death Star and brings the stolen Death Star plans to the rebel base. (105 minutes)

	Final Battle scene - The hero blows up the Death Star as it’s about to blow up the rebel base. (120 minutes)



What’s important about the villain’s goal isn’t just that it will hurt the hero, but it will also hurt other people who the hero cares for. The more people in danger from the villain’s goal, the more the audience will root for the hero to succeed.

As the second half of the story progresses, the villain’s goal and it’s horrifying consequences should get increasingly clearer until the entire plan gets revealed in the Rock Bottom scene. That’s where the hero appears completely defeated. (If a story is a tragedy, the Rock Bottom scene will represent the highest point of the hero’s life, and then everything will go downhill from there.) The Rock Bottom scene must create the exact opposite emotion that occurs in the final ending scene.

Gradually learning the villain’s goal keeps the second half of the story moving forward. Then the climax at the end involves the hero and villain fighting to the death (either physically or emotionally) where only one can win and life will forever be changed irreversibly no matter who wins.

The First Battle scene shows the hero taking control for the first time in the story in battling against the villain. The Rock Bottom scene shows the villain typically beating the hero into near total submission. Then the final battle scene represents the hero’s last chance.

Look at how the gradual revelation of the villain’s goal drives the second half of the story:




“Alien”



	Midpoint (False Victory) scene - The hero must now catch the alien loose in the starship.

	First Battle scene - The hero learns that the alien has grown up and is intelligent.

	Rock Bottom scene - The hero learns the corporation wants to keep the alien alive at all costs, even if it means the entire crew dies.






“Die Hard”



	Midpoint (False Victory) scene - The hero learns that the terrorists are too well-armed and organized to just plan to hold people hostage for ransom.

	First Battle scene - The hero learns that the terrorists have detonators although he doesn’t know why.

	Rock Bottom scene - The hero realizes the detonators are to blow the roof up with the hostages up there to create a distraction to allow the villain to escape.






“Star Wars”



	Midpoint (False Victory) scene - The hero learns that Princess Leia is imprisoned on the Death Star.

	First Battle scene - The hero rescues Princess Leia and learns that she hid the stolen Death Star plans inside R2D2 and that’s what the villain is trying to find.

	Rock Bottom scene - The hero realizes the villain plans to blow up the rebel base using the Death Star.



After the Rock Bottom scene, the villain’s complete goal should be clear and terrifying. Then the final two scenes involve the hero trying to stop the villain from completing his or her initial goal. The Entering the Villain’s Lair scene forces the hero to go where the villain is strongest. The Final Battle scene is where the hero must stop the villain from achieving his or her goal.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite two-hour movie and study the Midpoint scene (60 minute). How does the villain’s goal get initially revealed?

Identify the First Battle scene (75 minute). What battle does the hero complete against the villain and what is the new clue about the villain’s goal?

Identify the Rock Bottom scene (90 minute). How is the villain’s goal completely revealed by this point?





Summary



Where Act IIa introduces new characters, settings, and character relationships, Act IIb focuses on making every possible relationships and subplot even worse. In “Tootsie,” the hero has gotten a job on a soap opera as a woman, but he’s really a man. Now in Act IIb, his deception starts unraveling as the other men on the show start hitting on him, thinking he’s a woman. In addition, his deception keeps him from declaring his love for his co-star because she thinks he’s a woman as well.

Act IIb begins on a positive note with the hero achieving a minor victory against the villain, but this minor victory comes at a cost. In “Die Hard,” the hero saves a SWAT team from getting decimated by the villain, but the villain gets closer to reaching his goal anyway. This minor victory is just a troublesome problem that the villain can easily overcome.

After the hero’s minor victory, the villain then uses his or her entire power to attack the hero and drive the hero into near defeat. From the villain’s point of view, the hero is finished. From the hero’s point of view, there doesn’t seem to be any chance whatsoever.

Ultimately, the purpose of Act IIb is to force the hero to rely on themselves.
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THE PHYSICAL PROBLEM











T
 he fastest way to outline the structure of any story is to understand two concepts. First, every story consists of major scenes such as:




Beginning - Introduces
 an emotional problem that the hero needs to resolve

Symbol of Hope arrives - Provides a path for the hero to resolve the initial problem




Leap of Faith
 - Hero enters a new, unfamiliar world to follow the Symbol of Hope path

Meet an ally - Hero meets someone who can help pursue the Symbol of Hope path

False Victory - Hero finally achieves a goal related to the Symbol of Hope




Minor Victory - Hero
 barely protects the Symbol of Hope from the villain

Rock Bottom - Hero loses the Symbol of Hope




Villain’s lair
 (henchman) - Hero defeats a henchman threatening the Symbol of Hope

Climax - Hero fights the villain for the Symbol of Hope

End - The hero resolves the initial problem

The Beginning scenes introduce the hero, the villain, and the story setting (if the setting is unusual such as in fantasy or science fiction). At this point, we should know the hero’s character flaw.

The hero will never change by themselves so what starts the story is a Symbol of Hope, indirectly sent by the villain, which gives the hero a physical goal to pursue.

By following the Symbol of Hope, the hero reaches a major decision. Either the hero chases the Symbol of Hope into a new, unfamiliar world, or stays behind in their dead end life. For the story to move forward, the hero must take a Leap of Faith into an unfamiliar world.

Once the hero finds themselves in an unfamiliar world, they often need help from someone who knows how to safely navigate this strange new world. That person is an ally who provides the hero with physical help to continue pursuing the Symbol of Hope.

Now with the ally’s help, the hero can finally achieve a goal related to the Symbol of Hope, which occurs at the midpoint of the story. However, this goal fails to solve the hero’s emotional problem while still leaving the villain untouched. Thus this achievement of a Symbol of Hope goal is a False Victory.

From this point on, the hero’s life starts getting worse. To foil the villain, the hero must take action and achieve a minor victory. However, this minor victory draws the attention of the villain who pushes the hero into a corner.

That’s when the hero hits a Rock Bottom moment when all appears lost. At this point, the hero’s life is worse than it was in the beginning.

At the Rock Bottom moment, the mentor inspires the hero to enter the villain’s lair, which is where the villain is strongest. Initially, the hero must defeat a henchman. Only after defeating this henchman can the hero finally confront the villain.

The Climax occurs when the hero and villain fight to the finish where only one can win. The only way the hero can defeat the villain is by embracing a new, empowering belief and changing into a better person.

Finally after the hero defeats the villain, the End scene shows the aftermath and ends with a final emotional moment that matches the tone of the overall story.

This is how major scenes work in the following movies:




“WALL-E”



	Beginning - As the only sentient being on an abandoned Earth, the hero wants to find someone to love

	Symbol of Hope arrives - The hero finds a plant

	Leap of Faith - The hero stows away on a rocket to follow Eve, who took the plant






	Meet an ally - The hero meets a human couple who wants to find love along with a robot obsessed with cleaning

	False Victory - The hero finally reunites with Eve






	Minor Victory - The hero saves the plant from getting destroyed by the villain

	Rock Bottom - The villain nearly crushes the hero in a trash compactor, ready to be blown out into space






	Villain’s lair (henchman) - The hero gets the plant and brings it back to the main area of the starship

	Climax - The hero shoves the plant into the computer, which automatically sends the warship back to Earth

	End - The hero returns to Earth will the entire human race to repopulate the planet once more






“Back to the Future”



	Beginning - The hero lacks confidence in himself

	Symbol of Hope arrives - The hero sees Doc’s time machine

	Leap of Faith - The hero escapes after terrorists try to kill him






	Meet an ally - The hero meets his own dad in 1955

	False Victory - The hero finally convinces his dad to ask his mom out for the school dance






	Minor Victory - The hero protects his dad from Biff the bully

	Rock Bottom - The hero gets locked in a car trunk by Biff the bully






	Villain’s lair (henchman) - The hero plays guitar and manages to get his mom and dad to kiss so they’ll eventually get married

	Climax - The hero uses the lightning strike to send the time machine back to the present

	End - The hero discovers he changed his family’s life for the better by teaching his dad to have confidence in himself






“Legally Blonde”



	Beginning - The hero wants to get married to her boyfriend

	Symbol of Hope arrives - The hero decides to apply to law school to follow her ex-boyfriend and win him back

	Leap of Faith - The hero gets into law school and moves to Harvard to start school






	Meet an ally - After getting discouraged in law school, the hero goes to a beauty parlor and meets a hairdresser

	False Victory - The hero starts doing well in school and helps her hairdresser get her dog back






	Minor Victory - The hero gets picked to help her law professor on an actual court case and learns the truth from the client

	Rock Bottom - The hero’s law professor wants sex from her so the hero decides to leave law school






	Villain’s lair (henchman) - The hero gets herself hired to be the client’s lawyer as the client fires the law professor

	Climax - The hero questions the eyewitness and discovers she’s the real criminal, thereby protecting her client

	End - The hero dumps her boyfriend for good and realizes she can be a strong, independent woman




By simply plugging
 in details (however brief) in each major scene, you can identify the main plot points any story. Major scenes exist to support the structure of any story regardless of the genre (horror, comedy, drama, action, etc.) or details.

A story without a Symbol of Hope will lack a goal for the hero to pursue throughout the entire story, which will likely result in a story with unconnected and meandering scenes.

Likewise, a story without a False Victory will lack a highpoint in the story, which should foreshadow the Climax. A story without a Climax will simply feel empty and pointless. Watch a poorly rated movie and you can often spot flaws in that poor movie’s major scenes.

The Beginning scenes should pose an initial problem that never gets answered until the very end. Then the End scene finally answers that initial question.

Imagine a Beginning scene that fails to pose an initial question. Now audiences will have no idea what the story is about. Defining all major scenes won’t guarantee that a story will be interesting, but it helps create a story without structural plot flaws that can damage even the most fascinating story idea.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify all the major scenes (Beginning, Symbol of Hope arrives, Leap of Faith, Meet an ally, False Victory, Minor Victory, Rock Bottom, Villain’s lair, Climax, and End).

For your own story, sketch out the main plot by identifying what happens in each major scene as well. Don’t worry about not knowing all the details. Just write down as much as you can and feel free to add or delete information at any time.





Understanding
 the Physical and Emotional Problems


A hero typically pursues two types of problems: an emotional and a physical problem. The physical problem is what’s easily seen. The emotional problem is based on a character flaw that originated from a traumatic past.

In “Die Hard,” it’s easy to see that the physical problem is to defeat an army of terrorists in a skyscraper, but the emotional problem appears right in the beginning. That’s where the hero wants to get back with his wife.

In “Alien,” the physical problem is obvious in defeating an alien that’s killing crew members on a starship one by one. However, the emotional problem is less obvious, which is that the hero is the third officer and never quite gets any respect from the other crew members.

In “Silence of the Lambs,” the physical problem is to rescue a woman from a serial killer, but the emotional problem is to deal with her past traumatic experience trying to save a lamb as a little girl.

When the Beginning scene introduces the hero, it must also introduce the hero’s emotional problem. This emotional problem typically stems from a traumatic event from the past. Once the Beginning scene introduces the hero’s emotional problem, the villain inadvertently sends a Symbol of Hope into the hero’s life, which gives the hero a physical goal to pursue.

To resolve the physical problem, the hero must first resolve the emotional problem. The physical problem is unique to the setting of each story and always starts with an initial question. Trying to solve the physical problem drives the story forward. The emotional problem defines how the hero chooses to overcome each obstacle in the physical problem.

In “Terminator 2,” the hero (the good Terminator) has a character flaw of solving problems by killing people. Throughout the story, the hero is constantly torn between killing people or not killing people.

On the other hand, the hero in “Back to the Future” lacks confidence in himself. Therefore every problem he faces forces him to choose between either acting with confidence or not.

Switch the character flaws between the two stories and the hero’s choices no longer make sense. What if the hero in “Terminator 2” faced problems by acting confident while the hero in “Back to the Future” had to choose between killing or not killing people?

Thus the hero’s character flaw shapes the choices for how to overcome physical obstacles and the dilemma the hero must face when choosing how to deal with different problems.

Both “Terminator 2” and “Hacksaw Ridge” are about not killing. In “Terminator 2,” the hero chooses to act violently but without killing anyone (wounding people is still acceptable). However in “Hacksaw Ridge,” the hero chooses not to carry a weapon. This forces the hero to risk the consequences of being defenseless against enemy soldiers who are carrying guns.

Stories may share nearly identical physical problems (such as finding someone to love in romance stories), but the hero’s character flaw creates different emotional dilemmas. When combined with the unique setting and personality of the hero, this combination creates a distinct story.

Unique Story = Physical problem + Emotion dilemma + Story setting

Look at how the following movies use the same physical problem but creates a different story shaped by the hero’s emotional dilemma and the story setting:




“Brokeback Mountain”



	Physical problem - Find someone to love

	Emotional dilemma - Can’t reveal that he’s gay

	Story setting - The west during a time when homosexuality is not accepted






“Sleepless in Seattle”



	Physical problem - Find someone to love

	Emotional dilemma - Lonely and missing his dead wife

	Story setting - Present day Seattle and New York






“Pretty Woman”



	Physical problem - Find someone to love

	Emotional dilemma - The hero is a prostitute

	Story setting - Present day Hollywood



Rather than try to create an original physical problem or plot (which is impossible), it’s far easier to simply borrow a common plot and shape it through the hero’s emotional dilemma and story setting.

The emotional dilemma defines how the hero tries to overcome physical obstacles while the story setting defines the unique physical obstacles the hero must face.

Without a compelling emotional dilemma, even the most intricately plotted story will feel generic and derivative regardless of the story setting. Just look at all the “Star Wars,” “Alien,” or “The Hunger Games” clones that Hollywood tried to crank out after each of those movies became box office successes.

The physical problem must be easily recognized regardless of the story setting. We may not be familiar with space aliens and laser pistols, but we can understand the threat the Death Star poses in “Star Wars.”

Before you even start writing a screenplay, define the physical problem, emotional dilemma, and story setting. Then writing your story will be much easier than trying to figure it all out while trying to rite at the same time.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the physical problem the hero must resolve, the emotional dilemma the hero struggles with, and the story setting. Then do the same for a mediocre movie.

How does your favorite movie consistently emphasize the physical problem and the emotional dilemma that takes advantage of the unique story setting?

How does the mediocre movie fail to consistently emphasize the physical problem and the emotional dilemma that takes advantage of the unique story setting?

For your own story, clarify the hero’s physical problem and emotional dilemma. What unique features of the story setting can define the physical obstacles in the hero’s way?





Defining
 the Physical Problem


Every story needs a physical problem for the hero to resolve. Physical problems are often external, such as watching the hero fight the villain in a war or sports story. However, the physical problem can be less confrontational such as a love story where the hero must fight to win the person they love.

The key to physical problems is that they must pose an initial question that never gets answered until the very end. Now the entire story revolves around struggling to get closer to answering this initial question.

In “Alien,” the initial question posed in the Beginning scene is “Why did the starship wake the crew members up early?” From this point on, the story keeps giving us clues until finally revealing the answer. Once we know the answer by the end of Act IIb, Act III simply shows us whether the hero will resolve the initial emotional problem and how they’ll do it.

This is how the physical problem appears in “Alien”:


	There’s a mysterious signal coming from a planet.

	The mysterious signal is coming from an alien spacecraft.

	There are signs of life in the alien spacecraft.

	One of these life forms latches on to the face of a crew member.

	An alien bursts out of the crew member’s body.

	The alien starts killing the crew.

	The hero learns that the corporation running the starship wants to bring the alien back alive even if it means the entire crew perishes. Now we finally know the answer to “Why did the starship wake the crew members up early?” It was because the starship’s corporation wanted to bring the alien back at all costs.



The Ending answers the initial question posed in the Beginning. That means the quickest way to outline a story is to define an intriguing, initial question in the Beginning and then answer it in the End. By knowing how your story starts and how it ends, you can easily see whether this initial question in the Beginning will create a strong enough story that gets answered in the End.

Think of a weak initial question such as, “Will a man put on his shoes today?” This question fails to generate much interest because there’s little mystery. The answer is entirely trivial and easily answered, which means there’s not much of a story for anyone to care about.

If an initial question is trivial and too easily resolved, it likely won’t be interesting enough to create an entire story to answer it. However, an initial question should also define an interesting world as well.

In “Alien,” the initial question is “Why did the starship wake the crew members up early?” This makes us wonder what is this starship, where did it come from, and where is it going? Who are the people on the starship? Who controls the starship? The initial question alone easily generates lots of additional questions.

The initial question itself must generate more questions. The more questions the initial question can generate, the more intriguing the story.

In “Buried,” the initial question is how will a man, buried alive with nothing more than a lighter and a cell phone, escape? This initial question makes us wonder who is this man, who are the people who buried him alive, why did they bury him alive, and what do they hope to gain from giving him just a cell phone and a lighter?

The more questions the initial question can generate, the better the initial question can define an entire story that gradually answers these other questions until finally resolving the initial question.

To craft a compelling initial question in the Beginning, you must know the answer ahead of time in the End. If you only know the initial question but not the answer, you’ll risk writing a story that fails to stay focused on this initial question because it lacks direction.

Thus the Beginning and End are linked together. If the End doesn’t answer the initial question posed in the Beginning, the story will feel disappointing. Most writers start with an initial question and then work towards answering it, but a simpler approach is to start with the answer in the End and then work backwards to create a mysterious, open-ended initial question in the Beginning.

The answer should focus on the outcome for the hero in the end. Then with each question, work backwards by gradually minimizing the hero’s risk until you get to a seemingly peaceful beginning.

In “Alien,” it might work like this:


	END: A sole survivor manages to blast off in an escape shuttle and finally kill the alien.

	Minimize the risk: The alien kills all the crew except for one person.

	Minimize the risk: The alien kills just some of the crew.

	Minimize the risk: The alien kills just one crew member.

	Minimize the risk: The alien attacks but does not kill one crew member.

	Minimize the risk: The crew discovers the alien inside a strange alien spacecraft.

	Minimize the risk: The crew discovers a signal coming from the alien spacecraft.

	Minimize the risk: The crew discovers a signal coming from an unknown planet.

	BEGINNING: The crew is minding their own business in space.



Every story starts with a seemingly peaceful beginning and gradually increases in intensity. By working backwards from the ending, you can easily outline the plot of your story. That means you must know the ending of your story even if the exact details may not be clear.

Most writers have a rough idea of their story beginning, so working backwards can better define the story plot. By knowing the ending and working backwards to minimize the hero’s risk, the story gradually reduces intensity until it arrives at the beginning.

Minimizing the risks backwards works because when looking at the story in chronological order, the story goes from the hero taking minor risks in the beginning to increasingly dangerous risks near the end.

In “Legally Blonde,” working backwards from the end to the beginning looks like this:


	END: The hero wins her first court case and proves she doesn’t need a man to be happy.

	Minimize the risk: The hero is helping a court case as part of her law school training, but isn’t in charge of the court case.

	Minimize the risk: The hero is just in law school but doing well enough to impress her law professors.

	Minimize the risk: The hero pretends to be a lawyer to help her friend get back her dog from her ex-boyfriend.

	Minimize the risk: The hero is starting to do well in her law classes.

	Minimize the risk: The hero has just gotten admitted into law school.

	Minimize the risk: The hero decides to apply to law school to win back her ex-boyfriend.

	BEGINNING: The hero thinks she must be dependent on a man by acting like a sex object.




Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and start at the ending to identify the hero’s state. Then work backwards to minimize the risk to the hero each step of the way until you get to the beginning. Outline the multiple steps needed to take the hero from the end to the beginning, minimizing the risks with each step.

Come up with your own idea for a story and define the ending. Then work backwards to keep minimizing the risks to the hero until you reach a safe beginning. This should give you a rough outline for how your story’s hero can gradually progress towards resolving a physical problem.





Summary



Every story is about a hero pursuing a physical goal. The structure of a physical goal can fit within this outline:


	Beginning - Introduces an emotional problem that the hero needs to resolve

	Symbol of Hope arrives - Provides a path for the hero to resolve the initial problem

	Leap of Faith - Hero enters a new, unfamiliar world to follow the Symbol of Hope path






	Meet an ally - Hero meets someone who can help pursue the Symbol of Hope path

	False Victory - Hero finally achieves a goal related to the Symbol of Hope






	Minor Victory - Hero barely protects the Symbol of Hope from the villain

	Rock Bottom - Hero loses the Symbol of Hope






	Villain’s lair (henchman) - Hero defeats a henchman threatening the Symbol of Hope

	Climax - Hero fights the villain for the Symbol of Hope

	End - The hero resolves the initial problem




Even if your
 story isn’t fully fleshed out yet, jot down ideas for how your story can progress from beginning to end. As an alternative, come up with the ending first and then work backwards, gradually minimizing the risk until you reach a peaceful state.

By working backwards, you can start with the resolution of the physical problem and then gradually reduce the risk to the hero. When viewed chronologically, the story will begin with the hero in a peaceful state and then gradually taking greater risks until finally resolving the physical problem in the end.

The physical problem is just part of the overall story. The real story is about the emotional dilemma a hero faces while striving to achieve a physical goal.
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THE EMOTIONAL PROBLEM











S
 tories aren’t just about solving physical problems. Instead, stories are far more interesting when they’re about resolving an emotional problem in addition to resolving a physical problem. That’s because the emotional problem and physical problem are related through the story setting.

The setting helps create the physical problem the hero needs to resolve, which lets the hero ultimately resolve the emotional problem.

Both “Star Wars” and “Back to the Future” have heroes who need to believe in themselves. The hero in “Star Wars” must learn to trust the Force to blow up the Death Star while the hero in “Back to the Future” must play the guitar during a school dance so his parents can kiss and fall in love. Even though the emotional problems are identical, the story setting defines completely different physical problems for the hero to resolve.

Every physical problem has two purposes:


	Stop the hero from achieving a physical goal

	Force the hero to keep facing the emotional problem



In “The Wizard of Oz,” the hero wants to get back home. To do this, she must first get to the wizard, who then says he’ll help her get back home only if she brings him the wicked witch’s broomstick. Now the physical goal is to get the wicked witch’s broomstick.

So every physical obstacle slows her down or threatens to stop her from getting to the wizard and then later to getting the wicked witch’s broomstick. The simpler obstacles just slow her down when she meets trees that throw apples at her or the poppy field that puts everyone to sleep.

More serious obstacles are the flying monkeys that kidnap the hero along with the witch’s guards who try to keep her friends from rescuing her. In a story, every scene should slow or stop the hero from getting to a physical goal or else that scene does not belong.

Besides throwing physical obstacles in the hero’s way, every scene should also challenge how the hero should respond to each physical obstacle. Scenes must force the hero into an emotional dilemma for how they should respond. This emotional dilemma is based on the story’s theme.

In “Terminator 2,” the theme is that killing is wrong. This means the hero’s dilemma is always between killing or not killing. Killing should always seem like the safest and easiest choice while not killing should seem harder and uncertain.

Thus in every scene, the hero must decide whether to kill or not kill. Each time the hero faces a new physical obstacle, the emotional dilemma gets harder because the consequences for failure get bigger.

In an early scene, a security guard blocks the entrance to the asylum where the hero’s mother, Sarah Connor, is being held. The hero (the good Terminator) must then make a choice. Should he kill the security guard or let him live and risk having him stop them from getting into the asylum. That’s when the hero (the good Terminator) decides to shoot the security guard in the leg.

In a later scene, the hero is trapped in the SkyNet building, surrounded by an army of police. Now the choice is much harder. If the hero doesn’t kill the police, they risk hurting or killing John and Sarah Connor. The hero ultimately decides to use a chain gun to drive the police back without killing anyone.

In “Terminator 2,” the limiting belief is that killing is the way to solve problems while the empowering belief is that killing is wrong. So the hero’s dilemma in every scene involves two choices:


	Killing (the easy, familiar solution)

	Not killing (the harder, uncertain solution



Just as the physical obstacles grow more dangerous over time, so does the emotional dilemma get harder over time with increasing consequences for failure. The intensity of the emotional dilemma follows a gradual progression like this:


	Low risk

	Medium risk

	High temptation

	High risk



This is how the emotional dilemma changes over time in the following movies:




“Terminator 2”



	Low risk - Some guys get too close to John Connor so the hero tries to protect him by almost killing these guys.

	Medium risk - A lone security guard blocks the entrance to the asylum, so the hero shoots him in the leg.

	High temptation - Sarah Connor has wounded the inventor of SkyNet. If he should die, then the war against the machines can never happen, but the hero stops Sarah from killing him.

	High risk - An army of police have surrounded and trapped the hero in the SkyNet building, so the hero uses a chain gun to drive the police away without causing any casualties.






“Legally Blonde”



	Low risk - Decides to apply to law school to win back her ex-boyfriend.

	Medium risk - Gets into law school and now must pass her classes.

	High temptation - Propositioned by her law professor to give him sex in exchange for passing his class.

	High risk - The hero represents her first client in a courtroom to prove her client’s innocence. If she fails, her client will go to prison.






“Star Wars”



	Low risk - Decides to go with Obi-wan to take R2D2 to Princess Leia’s planet.

	Medium risk - Obi-wan teaches how to use the Force by blocking laser blasts with a light saver using only your intuition.

	High temptation - Discovers Princess Leia is held prisoner. If he should do nothing, he’ll be safe, but he decides to rescue her instead.

	High risk - Trust the Force to help him blow up the Death Star before it can blow up the rebel base.



Initially when confronted with the emotional dilemma, the hero risks little if he or she should fail. Then the risk increases until there’s a high temptation to choose the limiting belief instead of the empowering belief.

Finally, there’s a final high risk moment at the end where if the hero embraces the empowering belief, he or she risks total and complete failure. This makes the hero’s choice far more impactful.


Exercise
 : Pick a favorite movie and identify the emotional dilemma that the hero constantly faces. What are the two choices (the limiting belief and the empowering belief) that constantly challenges the hero in every obstacle?

In your own story, what is the limiting belief of your hero that holds him or her back?

What is the empowering belief that the hero needs to embrace to become a better person?





The Origin
 of the Emotional Problem


Mediocre stories either completely lack an emotional problem or introduce an emotional problem that feels phony. To make an emotional problem feel meaningful and realistic, every emotional problem should be made visible through:


	A character flaw - This defines the hero’s belief about themselves and their world, which must change if they want a better life.

	A haunted past - This is a traumatic event from the past that created the character flaw.



Something traumatic and emotional occurred in the past (either before the story started or in the beginning). Now the only way the hero can resolve this emotional problem is by pursuing and resolving a physical problem. Yet the only way the hero can resolve this physical problem is by resolving the emotional problem first.

This creates a dilemma because no matter how hard the hero tries, he or she can’t resolve the physical problem without changing. Only by changing can the hero resolve their emotional problem, which removes their character flaw that’s really holding them back from resolving the physical problem.

Seeing the hero struggle with their character flaw makes them sympathetic. Wondering how they got that way makes us want to know their hidden past. Both increase the mystery and suspense in a story.

In “Silence of the Lambs,” the hero must overcome her past where she felt inferior and helpless, growing up poor. What traumatized her from the past was hearing lambs crying as they’re being slaughtered. Hiding this information, then gradually revealing it makes the hero more likable and sympathetic.

Sometimes the hero’s trauma occurs in the present, early in the story. In “Back to the Future,” the hero has to deal with his family of losers. This discourages him from thinking he can be any different or better.

In “The Karate Kid,” the hero gets bullied soon after moving to a new neighborhood and must fight to regain his confidence and respect of others.

The hero must overcome their character flaw, but for that to occur, the hero must deal with their haunted past. To kill the haunted past for good, the hero needs to learn a lesson from a mentor. This lesson will show the hero a specific way to resolve their haunted past.

In “The Karate Kid,” the mentor teaches the hero an unorthodox fighting technique. In “Silence of the Lambs,” the mentor makes the hero remember her traumatic experience in trying to save the lambs from crying as they’re being slaughtered. In “Back to the Future,” the mentor tells the hero that if he changes anything in the past, it could change the future.

Dealing with the trauma of the haunted past is the key to the hero resolving their emotional problem (character flaw). That’s why the dilemma in every physical obstacles must keep increasing the risks of failure by embracing the empowering belief, while increasing the temptation for the hero to stay stuck in the limiting belief.

The physical conflict is what we see. The emotional conflict is what motivates the hero and every major character.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the hero’s character flaw. Then identify the event in the past (before the story begins or right in the beginning) that helped create this character flaw.

In your own story, identify your hero’s haunted past. How does the mentor show the hero how to resolve this haunted past?





The Structure
 of the Emotional Problem


Just as the major scenes define the gradual resolution of a physical problem, so do the major scenes also gradually resolve the hero’s emotional problem. Once you’ve outlined the plot by starting at the end and working backwards to minimize the hero’s risk, you can then add the emotional problem. The purpose of the emotional problem is to constantly tear the hero apart between two extremes:


	The limiting belief (current way of life)

	The empowering belief (unfamiliar new way of life)



The limiting belief is the hero’s character flaw. This limiting belief stems from a haunted past that keeps the hero stuck in a dead end life. For the hero to change into a better person, the hero must first recognize their character flaw and then replace it with the more empowering belief that allows the hero to become a better person.

The empowering belief is the new way of life that the mentor introduces to the hero. By the end of the story, the hero will have fully embraced the empowering belief and abandoned the limiting belief. By doing this, the hero can finally defeat the villain.

In “Legally Blonde,” the hero’s limiting belief is that she’s only a sex object who needs a man. Her empowering belief is that she can be a strong, independent woman who can succeed without a man and without being a sex object.

Thus every scene either pulls the hero back to the limiting belief or towards the empowering belief. Another way to look at this emotional tug-of-war is through the dilemma of:


	The hero’s current way of life

	An unfamiliar new way of life



People often won’t change until something drastic happens such as a near death experience or disaster. Likewise, story characters won’t change for no reason unless a similar drastic event interrupts their stable, but dead end life.

In the world of screenplays, what forces the hero to change is the villain. First, the villain inadvertently sends a Symbol of Hope into the hero’s life, giving the hero a physical goal to pursue. Second, the villain doesn’t exist just to fight the hero. Instead, think of the villain as a malicious teacher who strives to keep the hero in their limiting belief.

Where the mentor tries to pull the hero towards the empowering belief, the villain tries to hold the hero back in the world of the limiting belief. The villain does this in two ways:


	Making the empowering belief look too scary

	Making the limiting belief look more tempting



Throughout the story, the villain keeps making the limiting belief more tempting and the empowering belief more dangerous and frightening. This can be seen clearly in “The Truman Show” where the hero is trapped in a reality TV show that he thinks is real life.

To keep the hero from discovering his life is completely fake, the villain uses fear and threats to keep him confined in his town. The villain relies on fake threats like fires and storms along with actors who keep the hero from straying too far. Then the villain uses temptation in the form of an attractive woman to keep the hero happy to stay in his town.

In “The Matrix,” the villain threatens the hero to keep him from learning more about the Matrix. By tempting another person (named Cypher) to cooperate by offering him an easy life in a virtual world, the villain shows the hero how he could also choose an easy life instead of struggling to fight and live in squalor.

In “Soul,” the hero needs to learn how to appreciate life beyond just an obsessive focus on jazz. To make his mundane life look tempting, he gets a full-time job as a music teacher with health benefits and job security. This also makes his mother happy, which is further temptation to accept the limiting belief to accept life without striving for more.

To keep him from appreciating life, the hero must deal with a soul nicknamed 22, who dismisses life as pointless and meaningless. Now the hero must constantly struggle to convince 22 about the joys of life, which is what he ultimately needs to learn himself.

Once you know the hero’s dilemma between the limiting belief and the empowering belief, you can write every scene to challenge the hero into choosing one or the other. Only until one belief wins out can the story finally end.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the hero’s limiting belief and empowering belief. How does the villain tempt the hero into staying with the limiting belief? How does the villain use fear to keep the hero from embracing the empowering belief?

What is the villain’s most memorable actions that use fear to keep the hero from embracing the empowering belief?

How does the villain tempt the hero or someone similar to the hero into staying with the limiting belief?

In your own story, identify the hero’s limiting and empowering belief. Identify how the villain can use fear to threaten the hero to stay away from the empowering belief. Identify how the villain can use temptation to keep the hero (or someone else) into staying with the limiting belief.





The Increasing Intensity
 of the Limiting and Empowering Beliefs


In the beginning, the limiting belief keeps the hero in a dead end world while the empowering belief just appears in the hero’s life. As the story progresses, the limiting and empowering beliefs both get stronger as they try to take over the hero’s life for good.

Each Act shows the shift between these two beliefs as follows:


	Act I - Limiting belief dominant

	Act IIa - Empowering belief dominant

	Act IIb - Temptation of limiting belief compared to drawbacks of the empowering belief

	Act III - Hero’s unique characteristic from limiting belief defeats henchman, empowering belief defeats villain



In Act I, the hero is stuck in a dead end life from a limiting belief, but starts learning about a more empowering belief that can lead to a better life.

In Act IIa, the hero starts learning about the benefits of the empowering belief. Since the hero still hasn’t abandoned the limiting belief, the hero must often deceives others. On the outside, the hero looks like the empowering belief but on the inside, the hero still retains the limiting belief.

In Act IIb, the hero can no longer maintain this deception as the two dueling beliefs start wrecking the hero’s life. The limiting belief tempts the hero to return to the dead end life but with a reward or benefit of some kind. The empowering belief suddenly doesn’t look as appealing any more.

In Act III, the hero finally decides to combine the empowering belief with their initial unique skill that they had from the beginning. This literally creates a new hero physically who can then defeat the villain’s main henchman.

When fighting the villain, the hero finally understands the empowering belief to change into a better person and defeat the villain once and for all.

This is how these opposing beliefs work in the following movies:




“Legally Blonde”



	Act I - The hero thinks she needs a man because she isn’t strong enough to stand on her own.

	Act IIa - By getting into law school, the hero doesn’t even realize she’s already demonstrated that she’s strong enough to stand on her own.

	Act IIb - If the hero lets herself be treated as a sex object and depends on a man, she can easily pass her law classes by sleeping with her law professor.

	Act III - The hero brings her fashion sense combined with her law knowledge to take charge, finally embracing the belief that she can be strong enough to stand on her own, which helps her defeat the villain.






“Terminator 2”



	Act I - The hero (the good Terminator) thinks killing is the way to solve problems.

	Act IIa - The hero learns that he’s not supposed to kill anyone.

	Act IIb - To prevent the upcoming machine uprising, Sarah Connor tries to kill the inventor of SkyNet, but the hero stops her.

	Act III - The hero is faced with an army of police and fires a chain gun, but realizes he can drive them away without killing anyone.






“It’s a Wonderful Life”



	Act I - The hero thinks he needs to leave his small town and have an adventure to make life worth living.

	Act IIa - Despite never getting out of his small town, the hero gets married and starts a family where he appears happy in his small town.

	Act IIb - The villain tempts the hero to work for him so he’ll be well paid, but the hero realizes that the villain just wants him out of the way.

	Act III - After seeing how he’s positively changed the lives of so many people, the hero happily accepts his life, then discovers his numerous friends have donated money to save him.



Act I shows how the limiting belief affects the hero’s life. Then Act I ends with the hero pursuing a Symbol of Hope into a new, unfamiliar world.

Act IIa focuses on the hero deceiving others by pretending to embrace the empowering belief while still holding the limiting belief. However, life slowly gets better until reaching a high point by the middle of the story.

Act IIb shows the hero’s life gradually falling apart by still clinging to the limiting belief while being too afraid to fully commit to the empowering belief. Act IIb is where the problems of the limiting belief hurt the hero and the pursuit of the empowering belief feels like too much trouble.

Act III is where the hero must defeat a main henchman followed by the villain. By combining their original skill with new knowledge, they can defeat the henchman. By embracing the empowering belief and abandoning the limiting belief once and for all, the hero can defeat the villain.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify how the limiting belief defines the hero’s dead end life in Act I.

Describe how the hero starts embracing the empowering belief in Act IIa, but clings to the limiting belief still, which often deceives others.

Describe how the hero starts facing problems in Act IIb, culminating where the limiting belief looks tempting and the empowering belief looks too much trouble to continue pursuing.

Describe how the hero uses their unique skill to defeat the henchman but requires embracing the empowering belief to defeat the villain.

For your own story, identify how the hero’s limiting belief defines the hero’s dead end life.

How can the hero deceive others in Act IIa by pretending to be the empowering belief but cling to the limiting belief?

How can the hero’s life fall apart when this deception gets stripped away? How does the hero’s life get so bad that he or she must finally confront the trauma from their haunted past, which created the original character flaw in the first place?

How can the hero change physically by combining their unique skill they’ve had from the beginning with their new knowledge? How can the hero change emotionally by taking a huge risk to embrace the empowering belief?





Summary



The most memorable, impactful stories are those where the hero changes emotionally by overcoming an initial character flaw that was created by a haunted past. By resolving this haunted past, the hero can resolve their character flaw and ultimately resolve a physical problem as well.

In “Back to the Future,” the hero literally goes back in time to deal with the source of his character flaw, which was his dad’s lack of confidence. In most stories, the hero must remember and admit their traumatic past so they can move beyond it.

The emotional problem must keep forcing the hero into choosing between a limiting belief or an empowering belief. Near the end, the hero must be tempted into choosing the limiting belief, but then must take a huge risk trusting the empowering belief.

The combination of a physical goal and an emotional goal is what makes stories memorable. Make sure your story is more than just a physical problem but also an emotional problem as well.












PART
 III





STRUCTURING YOUR SCENES










Every Act serves a specific purpose. Act I introduces the initial problem and the main characters. Act I introduces us to the hero and their dream that they want to achieve. The main purpose of Act I is to grab our attention so we’ll want to know more.

Act IIa provides the fun part of your story idea. This is where the hero (and the audience) enter a new world and learn new skills. Often the hero must rely on deception as he or she clings to both their old, limiting belief and a new, empowering belief.

Then Act IIb is where the hero’s world starts falling apart from the struggle to maintain their old, limiting belief and the new, empowering belief at the same time. This is where the hero finally admits the origin of their character flaw so they can finally overcome it.

Act III is pure action. This is where the hero and the villain must fight where only one can win. Act III must tie all the rest of the story together in a satisfying conclusion.

By structuring your story based on the major scenes in each Act, you can turn any story idea into a structured outline that will help you write your story faster and easier.
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ACT I SCENES











E
 very movie can be divided into Acts where each Act represents a crucial part of the story. By outlining the major, broad details of each Act, you can define the overall story. By focusing on each Act individually, you can refine the details.

Every Act tells a mini-story. Combining each Act tells the overall story. Divide each Act in half and you can see how the story within each Act moves the overall story forward:




Act
 I


	Introduce the hero, villain, and a Symbol of Hope to pursue.

	Introduce the Symbol of Hope, which leads to a mentor. Then the hero takes a Leap of Faith into a new, unfamiliar world to pursue the Symbol of Hope.





Act IIa


	Introduce an ally who the hero needs to pursue the Symbol of Hope as the hero sees how the mentor lives.

	The hero learns a useful lesson from the mentor right before achieving a False Victory by reaching a goal related to the Symbol of Hope.






Act
 IIb


	The hero struggles against the forces of the villain but still achieves a minor victory.

	The hero hits Rock Bottom as all appears lost.






Act
 III


	The mentor inspires the hero to try again and the hero defeats the villain’s henchman.

	The hero nearly loses to the villain but uses the mentor’s lesson to change and defeat the villain.



Divide each Act in half and you can see the basic structure as shown in the following movies:




“Top Gun: Maverick”


Act I


	The hero shows he doesn’t follow the rules when he flies an experimental plane past Mach 10.

	The hero gets called back to Top Gun as an instructor.



Act IIa


	The hero shows the other pilots how to dogfight and defeats them all.

	The hero trains them for a dangerous mission but they keep failing. Despite this, he helps build them into a team by having them play football.



Act IIb


	The hero trains the pilots but they constantly fail and nearly die, although nobody gets hurt.

	The hero gets dismissed from Top Gun and grounded.



Act III


	The hero shows that the mission can be done and becomes the leader to take out the target.

	After taking out the target, the hero gets shot down and must save his friend’s son to bring him back home safely.






“Back to the Future”


Act I


	The hero wants to play guitar but gets rejected by his school and doesn’t think he’s has any talent.

	The hero films his friend, Doc, to document a time travel experiment, but when terrorists arrive, the hero escapes in the time machine to 1955.



Act IIa


	The hero meets his own father and accidentally prevents his mother and father from meeting.

	The hero and his friend Doc plan to use the lightning bolt to power the time machine and then convince the hero’s dad to take the mother to the school dance.



Act IIb


	The hero’s mother rejects the father and winds up wanting to go with the hero to the dance.

	The hero takes the mother to the dance but when Biff the bully shows up, the hero gets locked in the trunk of a car.



Act III


	The hero gets out of the car trunk and replaces the injured guitarist, fulfilling his dream of playing guitar at the school dance and gaining confidence that he’s good enough.

	The hero gets back to his own time and discovers he’s changed his family’s lives for the better.






“Star Wars”


Act I


	The hero wants to leave his uncle’s farm.

	The hero discovers the hologram of Princess Leia in R2D2 and agrees to go with Obi-wan to take R2D2 to Princess Leia’s planet.



Act IIa


	The hero meets Han Solo to take him to Princess Leia’s planet.

	The hero barely escapes storm troopers and takes off for Princess Leia’s planet.



Act IIb


	The hero arrives at Princess Leia’s planet but it’s not there. Instead they get captured by the Death Star.

	The hero rescues Princess Leia but nearly gets killed in a trash compactor.



Act III


	The hero escapes the Death Star and brings Princess Leia to the rebel base.

	The hero blows up the Death Star before it can blow up the rebel base.



By looking at each Act as two parts of a mini-story, you can see how each Act moves the story along from start to finish. By outlining these basic Acts, you can easily flesh out the main details of your story. If you don’t know the main details of your story, then there’s no point in writing scenes that you’ll likely have to delete or heavily modify later.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite two hour movie and identify Act I from the first 30 minutes. What is the initial goal (emotional problem and/or physical problem) the hero wants to resolve in Act I? How does a Symbol of Hope prod the hero into action that makes the hero enter a new, unfamiliar world?

How does the hero need an ally to help in this unfamiliar world in Act IIa? How does the hero achieve a False Victory goal in Act IIa?

How does life get worse for the hero in Act IIb? How does the hero seem to lose everything important by the end of Act IIb?

How does the mentor inspire the hero to try again in Act III? How does the hero use the mentor’s lesson to change and defeat the villain?





Introduce
 the Main Conflict in Act I


The first half of Act I must introduce the hero and the villain so we know what the story is about. This main conflict is both a physical problem and an emotional problem. To solve the physical problem, the hero must overcome their emotional problem first.

Since the physical problem is easy to see, that physical problem must grab our attention so it’s blatantly obvious what that physical problem is.

In “E.T.,” the opening scene shows a flying saucer in a forest that suddenly takes off to avoid detection by the villain, which accidentally leaves one crew member (E.T.) behind. Now it’s clear that the villain wants to find E.T. That implies that the hero must save E.T.

In “Ghostbusters,” the opening scene shows a librarian walking through a library alone at night when strange events occur around her, suggesting a ghost. Then the librarian sees something (that the audience does not see) and screams in terror. This suggests the story will be about ghosts.

In “Fury,” the opening scene shows a German soldier exploring a battlefield when an American soldier jumps out and attacks him. This suggests the story will be about fighting during World War II.

Rather than introduce the physical problem first, many stories introduce the emotional problem first. Now we know what the hero wants but we have no idea how the hero will resolve this emotional problem until a physical problem appears.

In “Sleepless in Seattle,” the opening scene shows the hero at the grave of his wife, mourning her death. That suggests the story will be about the hero trying to find someone new to love. At this point, we have no clear idea how the hero will find someone new to love.

In “Die Hard,” the opening scene shows the hero flying to get back with his wife. At this point, we have no idea that the physical problem will eventually involve fighting an army of terrorists.

In “The Karate Kid,” the opening scene shows the hero leaving his familiar neighborhood and heading towards a new neighborhood where he knows nobody. The emotional problem is fitting in to this new neighborhood, but the physical problem remains unknown until later.

Since the opening scene of every story must introduce the hero and villain (either the hero first and then the villain, or the villain first and then the hero), the scene that introduces the villain often defines the physical problem and the scene that introduces the hero defines the emotional problem.

The scene that introduces the hero must make us:


	Empathize with the hero by showing the hero as an underdog based on unfair circumstances.

	See the hero’s unique character traits that will be useful throughout the story.

	Understand the hero’s goal.



To make the audience emotionally bond with the hero, show the hero unfairly getting hurt, ignored, or oppressed. These types of emotions cross cultural, national, and even gender boundaries because they touch on feeling of helplessness and vulnerability that we’ve all experienced at one time or another.

In “The Karate Kid” and “Inside Out,” the hero moves to a new neighborhood. Now the hero is lonely and afraid, forced to make new friends in a strange, unfamiliar world.

In “The Little Mermaid” and “The Dead Poet’s Society,” the hero’s father tries to make the hero into the type of person he wants the hero to be. This plays on everyone’s frustration trying to live your own life without your parents trying to control you.

In “Aladdin” and “The Hunger Games,” the hero is poor and struggling just to survive.

In “Shrek,” the hero is an outcast and ostracized by everyone else because of his looks.

The fastest, most effective way to make us sympathize with the hero is to show us the hero suffering in some primal, emotional manner that everyone can understand right away. Some examples of primal emotions include:


	Grief

	Fear

	Love

	Control over their life

	Revenge

	A better life

	Be important

	To belong



In most movies, that primary emotion gets introduced when the hero first appears. In “E.T.,” the hero wants to play a game with his older brother and his friends, but they dismiss him. Now the hero’s primary driving emotion is to belong.

You can identify the hero’s primary emotion based on what causes the hero the most emotional pain. In most cases, the first scene introducing the hero will also introduce the primary emotion, but if the hero doesn’t experience pain and suffering right away, then the primary emotion will likely occur later.

In “The Sting,” the hero is a con man who accidentally cheats a man carrying money for the mob. When the mob kills the hero’s friend in retaliation, the hero now wants revenge and that’s his primary emotion that drives his motivation for the rest of the story.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie. What is the primary emotion that motivates the hero? Pick a mediocre movie. Is the primary emotion that motivates the hero consistent throughout the story? If not, does this play a part in why the movie isn’t that good?





Introduce
 the Villain in Act I


The first scene introducing the villain rarely shows the villain. Instead, the scene will often introduce henchmen working for the villain. Their actions hint at the villain’s goal but leave us wondering what’s going on. This increases intrigue and makes us want to know what’s going on.

In an early scene in “Die Hard,” two well-dressed men in business suits enter the lobby of a skyscraper, chatting away about a basketball game. When they get close to the security guard, they pull out a gun and shoot him dead.

Neither of these men are the villain and we don’t know why they would shoot and kill a security guard. However, we already have a hint at the villain’s power even though the villain’s goal remains a mystery.

In “A Quiet Place,” the villain are blind monsters that can move quickly by following the sound of their prey. An early scene shows a family quietly moving through an abandoned town when a little boy accidentally turns on a noisy toy that attracts the attention of one of the monsters. Although we don’t see the monster, we see the danger as the little boy is killed because he made a sound.

Sometimes the villain isn’t a single, evil person but a collection of people and circumstances that collectively work to keep the hero from achieving their goal. In “Little Miss Sunshine,” the villain is anything that threatens to keep the hero from competing in the beauty pageant. Thus the first obstacle is simply figuring out how to get the hero to the beauty pageant, which they resolve by taking everyone in the family in a van.

In “Jurassic Park,” all the carnivorous dinosaurs collectively represent the villain from the small velociraptors to the large Tyrannosaurus Rex. Initially, we never see the velociraptor but we see the threat, which is a man getting attacked by an unseen dinosaur.

When introducing the villain, the scene must:


	Highlight the threat the villain poses to the hero

	Hint at the villain’s goal



The villain doesn’t exist just to block the hero from achieving a physical goal. The villain also exists to act as a malicious teacher to help the hero resolve their emotional problems as well. Every time the villain interacts with the hero, this challenges the hero to choose how to respond in one of two ways:


	The easy way (that represents the hero’s limiting belief)

	The hard way (that represents a new, more empowering belief)



In “Tangled,” the villain (who pretends to be the hero’s mother) wants to keep the hero isolated in a tower, so every time the villain interacts with the hero, she forces the hero into a dilemma. Should the hero take a chance and risk getting hurt in the scary world, or should she play it safe and stay in the safety of her isolated life?

In “Groundhog Day,” the villain is simply the mysterious force that keeps the hero stuck in a time loop. This forces the hero to keep choosing whether to live selfishly by only caring about himself, or whether to live a more fulfilling life by caring about others.

In “It’s a Wonderful Life,” the villain is Mr. Potter, a rival banker who keeps trying to take over the town. Every time the hero interacts with the villain, he must choose whether to accept the temptation of money or do what he can to help others at the risk of staying poor.

Essentially, the hero’s interaction with every villain involves the tug-of-war between being selfish or being selfless. Being selfish (either deliberately or unknowingly), the hero remains stuck in a dead end life. By learning to become selfless, the hero can change into a better person.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the villain (or the forces that represent the villain). Find a scene where the hero interacts with the villain or the forces of the villain. How does the villain try to force the hero into sticking with the limiting belief? How does this choice for the limiting belief look appealing?

How does the choice to embrace a more empowering belief look more difficult?





Understanding
 the Symbol of Hope


After we learn who the hero (and villain) are, the next step is for the villain to interrupt the hero’s life by giving the hero a physical goal to pursue. This goal represents a Symbol of Hope, which serves two purposes for both the hero and villain:


	For the hero - Provides a clear path for the hero to resolve an emotional problem.

	For the villain - Threatens to derail the villain’s goal.



Because both the hero and villain need the Symbol of Hope to get what they want, the Symbol of Hope forces the hero and villain into conflict. This struggle of both the hero and the villain to get the Symbol of Hope defines the backbone of the entire story.

This is how the Symbol of Hope shapes the spine of the following movies:




“WALL-E”



	Symbol of Hope - A plant.

	Purpose for the hero - WALL-E has fallen in love with Eve, but Eve has not returned his affections. Since Eve wants the plant, WALL-E wants to save the plant to win Eve’s love.

	Purpose for the villain - Auto, the villain, has orders to keep the human race from returning to Earth. If the ship’s computer learns about the plant, it will automatically send the ship back to Earth.

	Conflict - WALL-E wants the plant but Auto wants to destroy the plant.






“Alien”



	Symbol of Hope - The alien.

	Purpose for the hero - Ripley, the hero, wants to go home and must destroy the alien so she can get back home.

	Purpose for the villain - Ash (the science officer), the villain, wants to keep the alien alive even if it means letting it wipe out the entire crew.

	Conflict - Ripley wants to kill the alien but Ash wants to save the alien even if it kills everyone on the ship.






“Titanic”



	Symbol of Hope - A third-class passenger named Jack.

	Purpose for the hero - Rose, the hero, wants to live her own life but is getting pressured to marry a rich man she does not even like.

	Purpose for the villain - Caledon, the villain, is a rich, arrogant man who wants to marry Rose.

	Conflict - Rose wants to be with Jack to live a joyful life, but Caledon wants to keep her away from Jack so she’ll be forced to marry him.



This constant struggle over the Symbol of Hope is why the hero and villain must fight each other. In most cases, the hero wants to save the Symbol of Hope but the villain wants to destroy it. However in “Alien,” the hero wants to destroy the Symbol of Hope (the alien) while the villain wants to save it.

If the hero wants to save the Symbol of Hope, the villain must want to destroy it and vice versa. Because the hero and villain must have conflicting goals, they must fight each other throughout the entire story. The story can only end when:


	The hero gets the Symbol of Hope and defeats the villain once and for all

	The villain gets the Symbol of Hope and defeats the hero once and for all




Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the hero’s emotional problem that he or she needs to resolve. How does the Symbol of Hope provide a clear path towards achieving that dream?

Identify the villain’s goal. How does the Symbol of Hope threaten the villain’s goal? Why does the Symbol of Hope force the hero and villain to fight each other?





Meeting
 the Mentor


The mentor has nearly all of the power of the villain but suffers from a haunted past. This problem from the haunted past is the emotional problem that the mentor needs to overcome.

What brings the hero and mentor together is the Symbol of Hope. The hero follows the Symbol of Hope and meets the mentor, who is usually someone who appears least likely to be helpful in any way. Initially, the hero may not care for the mentor but then the villain forces the hero into staying with the mentor.

In “Good Will Hunting,” the hero has gotten arrested for fighting but after an MIT math professor discovers the hero’s talent for math, he agrees to take responsibility for the hero. However, the judge will only release the hero under the condition that he seeks mental help. That’s how the hero winds up meeting his mentor, a psychology teacher at a community college who mourns the loss of his wife.

In “Cars,” the hero gets stranded in a town and accidentally wrecks the town’s main road. That’s when he meets his mentor, who turns out to have been a three-time racing champion.

In “The Truman Show,” the hero doesn’t realize his whole life is actually a reality TV show. While in the library, he’s attracted to an extra who turns out to be his mentor and tells him what’s really going on. Throughout the rest of the story, the hero keeps trying to remember what this woman looked like and find out who she is, which will eventually help him realize he’s trapped in a reality TV show.

The main characteristics of the mentor are:


	Has similar powers as the villain.

	May be connected to the villain in the past.

	Suffers from an emotional problem from the past that can only be redeemed through the hero’s defeat of the villain.



The mentor’s role is to constantly challenge the hero to change to abandon the limiting belief and embrace the more empowering belief. To do this, the mentor must teach the hero how to change in these steps:


	Act I - First, the mentor must protect the hero so they can see how the mentor lives, which lets the hero learn that there’s another way to live.

	Act IIa - Second, the mentor must specifically teach the hero a lesson in a visually memorable manner.

	Act IIb - Third, the mentor must step back and let the hero fail initially on their own until they finally recognize their limitations.

	Act III - Fourth, the mentor must inspire the hero to trust themselves and embrace the empowering belief.



The mentor is the hero’s teacher who must constantly show the hero how to change through words and action. Sometimes the mentor is one person but sometimes the mentor can be two or more people who collectively work together.

In “Top Gun: Maverick,” the main mentor is Iceman, an admiral who protects the hero. However when the mentor dies, another pilot, nicknamed Rooster, takes over the mentor role when he comes back to shoot down an enemy helicopter to save the hero.

Then as the hero and Rooster are flying back to safety, they get intercepted by two enemy planes and the hero refuses to fight for fear of getting Rooster killed. That’s when Rooster reminds the hero that if he were alone, he would fight, and that inspires the hero to shoot down the two enemy planes.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the person (or persons) who help teach the hero how to change emotionally. How does the mentor confront the hero to change? How does the mentor inspire the hero to defeat the villain in the end?





The Leap
 of Faith


The end of Act I must motivate the hero to jump into a new, unfamiliar world. Since the hero won’t do this on their own, the villain must cut the hero off from the old way of life. Now the hero has no choice but to take a Leap of Faith into the new world defined by Act IIa.

In “Legally Blonde,” the villain (the hero’s ex-boyfriend) dumps her to go to law school. So the hero gets into law school to try and win him back.

In “The Little Mermaid,” the hero’s father wrecks her collection of human artifacts, motivating the hero to visit the Sea Witch to change into a human. Even though the hero’s father actually loves her, his actions work against the hero like a villain.

In “The Shawshank Redemption,” the hero has been accused of killing his wife and her lover. Therefore he has no choice but to go to prison, which is a new, unfamiliar world.

The Leap of Faith scene, at the end of Act I, represents a dramatic break from the old, familiar world. Once the hero enters the new, unfamiliar world, there’s no turning back.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite two hour movie and study the Leap of Faith moment when the hero enters a new, unfamiliar world. How does the villain cut off the hero from the old, familiar world of Act I?





Summary



Act I introduces the hero’s emotional problem, and the villain with a hint of the goal the villain wants to achieve. Often times the villain’s physical goal is mysterious and the hero’s emotional problem has no clear path for the hero to achieve it.

In the middle of Act I, the villain inadvertently sends a Symbol of Hope into the hero’s life. This Symbol of Hope now provides the hero with a concrete path to resolve their emotional problem. Unfortunately, the Symbol of Hope also represents a threat to the villain’s goal. Since both the hero and villain need the Symbol of Hope (one wants to keep it and the other wants to destroy it), the Symbol of Hope forces the hero and villain to fight each other until the end.

By pursuing the Symbol of Hope, the hero reaches a moment where he or she can stay in the old, familiar world or take a Leap of Faith into a new, unfamiliar world. To force the hero into the unfamiliar world, the villain cuts off the hero’s old way of life. Now the hero enters a new, unfamiliar world that marks the end of Act I.











24




ACT IIA SCENES











I
 n Act IIa, the hero enters a new, unfamiliar world in search of a goal defined by the Symbol of Hope, which was introduced in the middle of Act I. Act I sets up the story and Act IIa is where the story takes off by emphasizing these ideas:


	Fun and games

	Deception

	A catch

	The pursuit of the Symbol of Hope



Fun and games means that Act IIa is where the promise of the entire story first comes to life. In “Ghostbusters,” the promise is that a company can catch ghosts like a pest control organization. Thus Act IIa is where the hero first gets a chance to catch a real ghost.

In “Avatar,” the promise is that a man will get to transfer his body into an alien avatar, so Act IIa is where this man first gets to explore this alien world within his avatar body. In Act IIa, the hero meets a female alien who takes him into her tribe where he learns how the aliens live in harmony with nature.

In “Back to the Future” the promise is that the hero will travel back in time and meet his own parents. So in Act IIa, the hero meets his dad, then accidentally keeps his dad from meeting his mom. By doing this, he now attracts his mom’s interest towards him as a romantic interest.

Whatever the promise of the story might be, that promise must be kept by appearing in Act IIa.

In Act I, the hero starts with a limiting belief but learns about a more empowering belief through interaction with a mentor. Now in Act IIa, the hero enters a new world but still clings to the old, limiting belief.

This often forces the hero to become two people: their old, limited self and their new, empowered self that they need to become. Because of this duality, Act IIa is where the hero often must deceive others. On the outside, the hero appears as better person but on the inside, the hero still remains stuck with their limiting belief.

In “Tootsie,” this deception occurs when the hero gets a job on a soap opera, but he tricks everyone into thinking he’s a woman when he’s really a man. Now he must go through Act IIa deceiving others with his fake appearance (a woman) to hide his true nature (a man).

In “Titanic,” this deception occurs when the hero must continue living among the first-class passengers although she’d really spend time with Jack, a third-class passenger. Because she wishes to hide her true feelings towards Jack, the hero must deceive others into thinking that she still plans to marry her rich fiancé (who she doesn’t even like) when she really wants to spend time with Jack in the third-class passenger area instead.

In “The Little Mermaid,” the hero has exchanged her voice for a chance to become human for three days. Now in the human world, the hero has to pretend she’s a human but inside she’s still a mermaid.

This deceptive behavior of the hero in Act IIa occurs because the hero is transitioning from who they were to who they want to be, but the transition hasn’t completed yet. That means the hero pretends to be who they will become in the end, but it’s an external change only. Deep inside, they still need to resolve their emotional problem that keeps them tied to their original limiting belief.

When the hero enters a new, unfamiliar world, they often get what they think they want, but there’s always a catch. The catch is that they don’t truly have what they want.

In “Tootsie,” the hero is a man dressed up as a woman, who suddenly becomes a popular soap opera star. Now the hero has success and fame, which is what he always wanted, but he’s trapped as a woman so he can’t truly enjoy it. Even worse, he’s in love with his co-star but he can’t reveal his love because his co-star thinks he’s a woman too.

In “Titanic,” the hero gets all the fun from hanging around the third-class passengers but all the status of being a first-class passenger. The catch is that she can’t truly be free to live her life completely since she’s still engaged to marry a rich man she doesn’t even like.

In “The Little Mermaid,” the hero gets to spend time with the prince, which is what she wanted. Unfortunately, the catch is that she doesn’t have her voice and she’ll revert back into a mermaid in three days.

In Act IIa, the hero always gets what they want, but there’s always a catch that keeps them from achieving total success.

Finally throughout Act IIa, the hero pursues the Symbol of Hope that caused them to take a Leap of Faith into the new, unfamiliar world in the first place. The end of Act IIa occurs when the hero finally reaches this Symbol of Hope goal and the hero’s life looks wonderful, except it’s not.

In “Avatar,” the hero finally falls in love with a female alien and makes love to her. That’s a high point in the hero’s life so far, but he’s still a paraplegic human who’s only using an alien avatar to walk around in.

In “Titanic,” the hero finally makes love to Jack as an expression of her love for him, but then she still has to resolve the problem of breaking off her engagement with the rich man and risk having her mother live in poverty because her family has no money of their own any more.

In “The Little Mermaid,” the hero gets the prince to start falling in love with her and almost kiss her to break the spell. However, the hero is running out of time before she’ll revert back to her original form, have her soul captured by the Sea Witch, and lose her chance for happiness with the prince forever.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite two hour movie and identify Act IIa which occurs roughly between the 30 minute and the 60 minute mark. How does Act IIa deliver on the story’s overall promise?

How does the hero need to rely on deception throughout Act IIa?

What is the catch in Act IIa that’s keeping the hero from enjoying complete success?

How does the hero pursue the Symbol of Hope throughout Act IIa until achieving a False Victory at the end?





Outlining
 the Symbol of Hope Scenes


The Symbol of Hope plays a crucial role defining the action that occurs in Act IIa. The hero enters the unfamiliar world of Act IIa in pursuit of the Symbol of Hope. Act I introduces the Symbol of Hope and explains why it’s so important to the hero as follows:




Act
 I


	The Unfulfilled Dream - The scene that introduces the hero also introduces the hero’s emotional problem that they need to resolve. (0 minutes)

	A Symbol of Hope Appears - The villain inadvertently sends the Symbol of Hope to interrupt the hero’s life, suddenly giving the hero a path to achieving the dream. (15 minutes)

	The Leap of Faith - The hero pursues the Symbol of Hope into a new, unfamiliar world. (30 minutes)



The hero enters the unfamiliar world of Act IIa specifically to pursue the Symbol of Hope as follows:



Act IIa


	The Mentor’s Help - Once the hero’s in this unfamiliar world, he or she is helpless so the mentor has to guide the hero by demonstrating another way to live. (30 minutes)

	The Ally - The hero needs more help in this unfamiliar world so the hero meets an ally who can help get the Symbol of Hope. (45 minutes)

	False Victory - The hero achieves the Symbol of Hope goal, which foreshadows what the hero must face to defeat the villain in the end. (60 minutes)



Initially in Act IIa, the mentor helps the hero by showing the hero another way to live, based on the empowering belief the hero needs to embrace. Meanwhile, the hero runs into a roadblock and needs an ally who can help the hero get past this major obstacle.

The ally helps the hero, which allows the hero to continue pursuing the Symbol of Hope. Then the mentor teaches the hero a lesson that will help the hero defeat the villain in the end. Finally, the hero achieves the Symbol of Hope goal, which appears to solve the hero’s problems but doesn’t, which makes it a False Victory.

This is how the Symbol of Hope goal shapes the first half of the following movies:




“Legally Blonde”


Act I


	The Unfulfilled Dream - The hero wants to get married to her boyfriend, not realizing that she’s strong and smart enough to stand on her own. (0 minutes)

	A Symbol of Hope Appears - After the hero’s boyfriend dumps her to go to law school, the hero decides to apply to that same law school to follow him. (15 minutes)

	The Leap of Faith - The hero gets accepted into law school and moves to Harvard to attend law school. (30 minutes)



Act IIa


	The Mentor’s Help - After the hero struggles in her classes, she meets her mentor (a lawyer helping the law professors) who gives her advice on how to deal with the different law professors. (30 minutes)

	The Ally - After the hero gets ostracized by her classmates and needs emotional support, the hero finds a beauty salon and that’s when she meets her ally, a hairdresser. (45 minutes)

	False Victory - When her ex-boyfriend says she’s not smart enough, the hero starts studying to prove herself and actually begins impressing her law professors. Then she helps her hairdresser friend get back her dog from her ex-boyfriend by acting like a lawyer, which foreshadows the end when she becomes a lawyer to win her first case. (60 minutes)






“WALL-E”


Act I


	The Unfulfilled Dream - WALL-E wants to find someone to love. While scavenging around, WALL-E finds a plant. (0 minutes)

	A Symbol of Hope Appears - A futuristic robot, Eve, lands on Earth and WALL-E shows her the plant, which she immediately grabs and shuts down. (15 minutes)

	The Leap of Faith - A rocket ship comes to retrieve Eve and WALL-E stows away on the rocket to follow Eve. (30 minutes)



Act IIa


	The Mentor’s Help - WALL-E gets help from a cleaning robot who cleans up the dirt he leaves behind. (30 minutes)

	The Ally - WALL-E reaches the starship containing the remaining human race and meets a cleaning robot who will later help him. (45 minutes)

	False Victory - WALL-E finally reunites with Eve, but the plant is missing. This foreshadows the battle the hero must face in saving the plant from the villain in the end. (60 minutes)






“Star Wars”


Act I


	The Unfulfilled Dream - The hero, Luke, wants an adventure. (0 minutes)

	A Symbol of Hope Appears - As Luke cleans R2D2, R2D2 accidentally plays a hologram of Princess Leia that Luke watches. (15 minutes)

	The Leap of Faith - Luke agrees to go with Obi-wan to rake R2D2 to Princess Leia’s planet. (30 minutes)



Act IIa


	The Mentor’s Help - Obi-wan shows Luke how the Force can control the minds of storm troopers and kill two people in a bar. (30 minutes)

	The Ally - Luke and Obi-wan meet Han Solo who can fly them to Princess Leia’s planet. (45 minutes)

	False Victory - Han Solo flies them to Princess Leia’s planet, but it’s no longer there. This foreshadows the battle the hero must face to defeat the Death Star in the end. (60 minutes)



The Symbol of Hope drives the story from the beginning up until the midpoint. At the False Victory (midpoint) scene, the hero is right on the verge of achieving a goal related to the Symbol of Hope, but at the last second this goal gets thwarted. The False Victory midpoint foreshadows the final battle between the hero and the villain.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite two-hour movie and identify the following:


	What emotional problem does the hero need to resolve from the start?

	(15 minutes) - What is the Symbol of Hope that gives the hero a concrete goal to pursue?

	(30 minutes) - How does the hero enter a new world in pursuit of the Symbol of Hope?

	(30minutes) - How does the mentor help the hero in an unfamiliar world?

	(45 minutes) - What ally does the hero need to help pursue the Symbol of Hope?

	(60 minutes) - At the midpoint, how is the hero on the verge of getting a goal related to the Symbol of Hope? How does the midpoint, False Victory moment foreshadow the final battle between the hero and the villain?







Showing
 the Mentor’s Power


When the hero first enters the unfamiliar world of Act IIa, he or she (along with the audience) have only gotten an early hint of the mentor’s power. Now the mentor must demonstrate that power multiple times in different, visual ways.

To make the mentor’s actions memorable, they must demonstrate their power and knowledge in surprising and visual ways. The mentor in “The Karate Kid” teaches the hero to do seemingly meaningless tasks such as painting a fence or waxing a car. Only when the hero gets fed up does the mentor reveal that the seemingly meaningless tasks were actually practice to teach the hero different ways to block punches and kicks. Now the hero (and the audience) will never forget the mentor’s lessons.

In “Little Miss Sunshine,” the hero’s foul-mouthed, cocaine-snorting grandfather is her mentor. He teaches her a dance routine for the beauty pageant and when she worries that she won’t win, he tells her by having the courage to even compete, she’s already won so it doesn’t matter what the outcome might be.

In “Star Wars,” the hero’s mentor is uses the Force to get past storm troopers guarding the space port. Then he uses the Force to protect the hero in a bar as he’s about to get attacked. This further demonstrates the mentor’s knowledge.

When the mentor helps the hero, this help must be visual and memorable so the hero (and the audience) have no doubt that the mentor knows what they’re doing.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the mentor. Starting with Act IIa when the hero enters an unfamiliar world, how does the mentor’s skill and knowledge visually prove to the hero (and the audience) that the mentor is knowledgeable and skilled?





Finding
 an Ally


The hero needs an ally for a specific purpose, but then the ally often becomes friends with the hero. While the mentor helps the hero learn how to overcome an emotional problem, the ally helps the hero overcome physical obstacles.

Like the mentor, the ally also needs to overcome an emotional problem that’s often similar to the hero’s own emotional problem. That way the hero can start changing by helping the ally change. This creates a stronger emotional story when the hero and ally both change in similar ways based on their interaction with each other.

In “Miss Congeniality,” the hero is an undercover FBI agent pretending to be a beauty pageant contestant. Although her mentor helped prepare her to act and look like a woman, the hero still needs help from another beauty pageant contestant who becomes her ally.

In “The Incredibles,” the hero (Mr. Incredible) has a fellow superhero as an ally (Frozen), who helps hide his identity as a vigilante so he can keep saving people like a superhero.

In “The Hangover,” the hero is the leader of a group of men and his allies are his dentist friend (Stu) and his socially inept brother-in-law (Alan). Both Stu and Alan help the hero look for their lost friend throughout Las Vegas.

An ally has a useful skill that the hero needs while also have an emotional problem that the hero can help the ally resolve by the end.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify an ally who helps the hero achieve a physical goal. What kind of physical help does the ally provide the hero? What kind of emotional problem does the ally need to resolve that’s similar to the hero’s own emotional problem?





False Victory



With the ally’s help, the hero can pursue the original Symbol of Hope goal until reaching it. This may seem like a highlight of the story but this False Victory, Symbol of Hope goal still fails to resolve any of the original problems posed in the beginning.

The main key of this False Victory moment is that the:


	Hero achieves a goal related to the Symbol of Hope

	False Victory foreshadows the final battle with the villain



In “Tangled” at the end of Act I, the hero convinces her mentor, Flynn, to take her to see the flying lanterns, but he doesn’t want to take her. By the midpoint, the hero and Flynn have become friends and Flynn is no longer trying to trick the hero into returning back to her tower. After the hero and Flynn get trapped in a cavern, the hero realizes she can use magic hair to save them, which foreshadows the end when the hero uses her magic hair to defeat the villain.

In “Top Gun: Maverick,” the hero’s Symbol of Hope goal is to keep flying and by the midpoint, he’s finally brought his Top Gun pilots together to work as a team when he lets them play beach football. Getting the pilots to work together foreshadows the end when the Top Gun pilots need to work together to bomb the target and get home.

In “Avatar,” the hero’s Symbol of Hope goal was to walk again in his alien avatar body and by the midpoint, he’s not only walking but also fallen in love with a female alien. Immediately after he has made love to this female alien, bulldozers arrive and the hero attacks them, foreshadowing his eventual decision to help the aliens attack the humans.

The False Victory is often a quiet moment that focuses more on character interaction and less on physical action. For that reason, it’s easy to miss and overlook this False Victory moment.

The three notable parts of Act IIa include:


	Getting help from the mentor by seeing his or her power in a new, unfamiliar world.

	Finding an ally to help continue pursuing a goal related to the Symbol of Hope.

	Finally achieving a goal related to the Symbol of Hope, which foreshadows the final battle against the villain.



Act IIa takes the hero from being lost in an unfamiliar world, gradually learning to survive with the help of a mentor and an ally, then finally achieving some type of goal related to the Symbol of Hope, which is the reason the hero took a Leap of Faith into the unfamiliar world of Act IIa in the first place.

Act IIa improves the hero’s life. In “Tangled,” the hero starts Act IIa in her tower and by the end of Act IIa, she’s had an adventure and made friends with a man who’s attracted to her.

In “Star Wars,” the hero starts Act IIa deciding to leave his uncle’s farm and by the end of Act IIa, he’s on his way to deliver R2D2 to Princess Leia’s planet.

In “Little Miss Sunshine,” the hero starts Act IIa with her family, heading towards the beauty pageant. By the end of Act IIa, she’s well on her way to getting there.

Act IIa is where the hero has fun, enters a new world, and meets different people while drastically improving his or her life in the process. Act IIa represents a high point in the hero’s life before everything falls apart in Act IIb.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and study the halfway point (60 minutes in a two hour movie). Look for a quiet moment where characters either talk alone or engage in physical actions that seems hopeful but trivial.

What type of goal does the hero achieve that’s related to the Symbol of Hope that caused the hero to leave their old world to enter a new world in Act IIa?

How does this False Victory, midpoint foreshadow the ending?





Summary



Act IIa focuses on throwing the hero into a new, unfamiliar world and watching the chaos that occurs where the hero’s life gradually keeps improving despite any minor setbacks. This part of the story is often called the “fun and games” section because it contains the most action related to the main idea of the story.

In “Top Gun: Maverick,” the main idea is dogfighting in jets so Act IIa is where the hero gets to dogfight and defeat all the younger Top Gun pilots.

In “Miss Congeniality,” the main idea is that a tomboy FBI agent goes undercover as a beauty pageant contestant and creates comedy through the contrast between her tomboy self and her outer act of pretending to be a beauty pageant contestant.
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ACT IIB SCENES











A
 ct IIa gradually improves the hero’s life as the hero still clings to their old, limiting belief while tentatively learning to live with a new, more empowering belief. This forces the hero to deceive others by hiding their limiting beliefs and pretending to embrace the empowering belief. For a while, this is successful. Then everything falls apart in Act IIb.

Act IIb is where the villain makes life miserable for the hero. First, the villain must keeping trying to stop the hero from achieving a physical goal. Second, the villain must pursue their own goal, which often has horrifying consequences for the hero, someone the hero loves, and innocent people as well. Third, the hero finally learns the problems of their limiting belief that’s holding them back, and the limitations of their empowering belief that isn’t strong enough yet to protect them.

In Act IIa of “Tootsie,” the hero has gained success as a soap opera actress, but he has to hide the fact that he’s a man. Now in Act IIb, his success as a soap opera actress is becoming a burden since he can’t truly love his co-star since she thinks he’s a woman.

In Act IIa of “Legally Blonde,” the hero has started law school to win back her ex-boyfriend, and she’s started succeeding in law school, to the surprise of nearly everyone. Then in Act IIb, she tries to help a client who looks guilty but is actually innocent. Yet the hero can’t reveal the client’s innocence because it will destroy her reputation.

Even worse, the hero’s law professor now wants to make sure the hero passes his class in exchange for sex. This forces the hero into a dilemma. Should she maintain her client’s trust by hiding the truth that could prove her innocence, and should she give her law professor sex to make it easier for her to stay in law school?

In Act IIa of “Avatar,” the hero learns the customs and lifestyle of the aliens until he eventually falls in love with a female alien. Then in Act IIb, the hero is forced into a dilemma. Should he retain his limiting belief that forces him to work for the benefit of the humans at the expense of the aliens, or should he help the aliens and turn his back on the humans who made it possible for him to walk again in an alien avatar body?

Act IIb must force the hero into a dilemma where they constantly see the drawbacks of their limiting belief. At the same time, they lack the strength that comes from fully committing themselves to embracing the more empowering belief instead so the temptation leads them to return to their limiting belief.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify where Act IIb begins (at the 60 minute mark in a two hour movie) and ends (at the 90 minute mark in a two hour movie). What is the dilemma that Act IIb forces on the hero?

How does Act IIb tempt the hero into returning back to the limiting belief?





The Hero’s
 Minor Victory


Act IIb starts out with the villain pursuing his or her original goal, but suffering a defeat at the hands of the hero. This minor victory of the hero motivates the villain to try wiping out the hero once and for all.

The hero’s minor victory shows the hero starting to change. Where before the hero only thought of themselves, Act IIb is where the hero starts thinking about others. The transition takes the hero from selfishness to selflessness.

In “Die Hard,” the hero has been killing terrorists mostly to defend himself throughout Act IIa. When Act IIb starts, the hero starts killing terrorists to save others. The first minor victory occurs when the villain seriously wounds everyone in the police SWAT team. To save them, the hero uses the detonators he took from the villain and blows apart the floor where the terrorists are who are firing rockets at the SWAT team’s crippled armored car.

In “Star Wars,” the hero has mostly been a passive observer, but when he’s trapped on the Death Star and learns that Princess Leia is scheduled to be executed, that’s when he suddenly takes action to save her. This not only shows that the hero is changing by becoming more proactive, but that he’s also starting to think of others instead of just himself.

In “Top Gun: Maverick,” the hero has been having fun teaching Top Gun pilots how to practice, but when Act IIb begins, things start falling apart fast. A pilot blacks out and almost crashes until the hero manages to alert him in time. The plane of a two man crew gets hit by a bird and they have to eject as their plane crashes. For the first time, the hero realizes he risks losing his pilots in both the training and the actual mission itself. Although nobody gets hurt, it makes the hero realize his decisions will affect the lives of the pilots who trust him.

The beginning of Act IIb serves two purposes:


	Reveal part of the villain’s ultimate goal.

	Force the hero to respond and achieve a minor victory that sets back the villain’s goal temporarily.




Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify Act IIb, which typically begins at the 60 minute mark in a two hour movie, and ends at the 90 minute mark.

How does the hero (and the audience) get another clue about the villain’s mysterious goal?

How does the hero achieve a minor victory against the villain?





The Villain’s
 Goal


Act IIa is about the hero pursuing a Symbol of Hope to reach a goal that turns out to be a False Victory. On the other hand, Act IIb is about revealing the villain’s goal by the end of Act IIb. If a story doesn’t have a single, dominant villain, Act IIb focuses on different people putting increased pressure on the hero.

In the first half of the story, the villain’s goal is often mysterious. In Act IIb, the villain’s goal gets revealed a little at a time. Initially, there’s just another hint of the villain’s mysterious goal, then possibly a second, stronger hint. Finally, there’s the complete revelation of the villain’s goal at the end. By the end of Act IIb, the villain’s real goal should be completely revealed as the following movies show:




“Star Wars”



	The hero learns that Princess Leia is scheduled to be executed.

	The villain kills Obi-wan

	The hero learns that the villain hid a tracking device on their ship to find the location of the rebel base.

	The villain plans to use the Death Star to blow up the rebel base and weaken the resistance movement.






“Die Hard”



	The hero wonders why the terrorists are so well prepared to repel the SWAT team’s armored car.

	The hero wonders why the villain has detonators that he uses to save the SWAT team.

	The villain finally opens up the corporate vault.

	The hero realizes that the villain plans to blow up all the hostages on the roof.






“Don’t Breathe”



	The hero learns that villain has a lot of money hidden in a safe that he supposedly got from a settlement when a woman driver killed his daughter.

	The hero learns that the villain has tied up the woman who killed his daughter and is holding her prisoner in his basement.

	The hero learns that the villain was holding this woman prisoner in order to get her pregnant so she’ll give birth to a child to replace his own dead daughter.

	After accidentally killing his woman prisoner, the villain catches the hero and plans to keep her prisoner and get her pregnant so she’ll give birth to a replacement child instead.



Notice that the villain’s goal slowly gets revealed until we finally learn the horrifying truth. Once we know just how wicked the villain’s goal really is, we definitely want the hero to defeat the villain in Act III.

If there isn’t a single, dominant villain, then Act IIb simply involves multiple, unrelated people working against the hero by keeping the hero from achieving a physical goal and by forcing the hero into a dilemma. The following movies do not have a single, dominant villain and steady attacks the hero as follows:




“Little Miss Sunshine”



	After the hero’s grandfather dies, the hero’s ally (her father) and the rest of her family smuggle the grandfather’s dead body out of the hospital without getting caught.

	The family gets pulled over by a police officer who nearly discovers the dead body of the grandfather in the back.

	The hero’s brother discovers he’s color blind and can’t become a pilot, so he freaks out and forces the family to stop, delaying progress to the beauty pageant.

	The family is late to the beauty pageant and the organizer refuses to let the hero participate.






“Top Gun: Maverick”



	A pilot blacks out and nearly crashes into the ground until the hero can barely alert him in time for him to avoid crashing.

	A bird strike knocks out another jet, forcing the pilot and navigator to eject before the plane crashes into the ground.

	The hero’s mentor, Iceman, dies.

	The hero is permanently grounded and kicked out of his job training the Top Gun pilots.






“Thelma and Louise”



	After picking up a hitchhiker, the hero realizes that the hitchhiker stole all their money.

	The hero robs a convenience store for money. Now she’s wanted for armed robbery.

	The police catch the hitchhiker and reveal that the hero is in greater danger due to armed robbery.

	The hero calls the police and they trace the call so now they not only know the hero is heading to Mexico, but they also know the hero’s location as well.




Exercise
 : Pick a favorite movie where a single, dominant villain fights against the hero. Identify where Act IIb begins and ends. What is the first clue about the villain’s goal that has remained mysterious since the beginning?

What is another clue about the villain’s goal that reveals more about the villain’s true goal?

What is the final, horrifying revelation about the true nature of the villain’s goal?

Pick a favorite movie that does not have a single, dominant villain. Who is the first person who threatens the hero? Who is the next person who threatens the hero with even more dire consequences? Who threatens to completely stop the hero from achieving a physical goal?





Threatening
 the Symbol of Hope


One key feature of Act IIb is that the villain nearly destroys the hero’s Symbol of Hope. By destroying the Symbol of Hope, the villain can kill the hero’s chance for a better life. In Act IIa, the hero has been pursuing the Symbol of Hope until finally achieving a major goal in the midpoint (False Victory) scene. Then in Act IIb, the villain steadily threatens this Symbol of Hope.

In “Star Wars,” the Symbol of Hope is Princess Leia. When the hero first saw the hologram of Princess Leia and decided to take R2D2 to Princess Leia’s planet with Obi-wan, he’s been pursuing this Symbol of Hope until finally arriving at Princess Leia’s planet (False Victory).

Then in Act IIb, the hero rescues Princess Leia but storm troopers nearly kill everyone until they hide in a garbage compactor. Then the garbage compactor nearly kills everyone until R2D2 frees them.

Once they’re out of the garbage compactor, they run into more storm troopers who try to kill them. Throughout Act IIb, the hero is constantly protecting the Symbol of Hope (Princess Leia) and almost losing her each time.

In “Top Gun: Maverick,” the Symbol of Hope is the chance to fly again as a Top Gun instructor. In Act IIa, the hero gets to dogfight the other pilots and show them he’s better. Then he trains them for a dangerous mission and points out their mistakes.

Once Act IIb begins, everything threatens the hero’s chance to fly. First he nearly loses a pilot who blacks out and almost crashes into the ground. Then a bird strike disables another jet and he nearly loses a pilot and a weapons officer who barely eject in time.

Finally, his long time mentor and friend, Iceman, dies. Because Iceman can no longer protect him, the hero gets dismissed from his duties as the mission instructor and gets grounded permanently. His Symbol of Hope, being a Top Gun instructor so he can fly, is now taken away from him.

In “Die Hard,” the hero’s Symbol of Hope is his wife. In Act IIa, the hero thinks if he can just contact the police, they’ll be able to rescue the hostages. Once Act IIb starts, the hero realizes the police are helpless against the villain so the hero must take charge. Then the villain gets suspicious about the identity of the hero’s wife until he finally discovers who she is. At that moment, the villain is holding the hero’s wife hostage (the Symbol of Hope) and the hero fears he may lose his wife for good.

As the villain gets stronger in Act IIb, the hero gets pushed back on the defensive until the hero appears to have lost the Symbol of Hope with seemingly no chance of getting it back.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify Act IIb (at the 60 minute to 90 minute mark in a two hour movie). What is the Symbol of Hope that the hero pursues into Act IIa? How does the villain steadily threaten this Symbol of Hope in Act IIb?

How does the villain take away the Symbol of Hope from the hero by the end of Act IIb?





Sending
 the Hero to a Rock Bottom Moment


The end of Act IIb must reveal two low points of the entire story:


	The villain’s goal must be fully revealed that’s far more horrifying than we first suspected.

	The villain must threaten to return the hero right back where he or she started.



In “Tangled,” Act IIb is where the villain, pretending to be the hero’s mother, tricks the hero into thinking she saved the hero from dangerous thugs and that the hero’s friend has abandoned her. By doing this, the villain hopes to convince the hero never to leave her again, which has been her goal from the start.

By the end of Act IIb, we finally realize how selfish the villain is to keep the hero isolated and locked up in a tower away from the rest of the world. After the hero has seen the world and met many helpful people, the thought of her spending the rest of her life isolated again makes her fate seem even worse than in the beginning when she was completely naive and ignorant about the world.

In the beginning of “Top Gun: Maverick,” the hero is in danger of being grounded. By the end of Act IIb, the hero gets grounded permanently and kicked off his instructor job to train the other Top Gun pilots for a dangerous mission.

The horrifying truth is that the pilots will follow an easier plan that has a greater risk of one or all of the pilots getting killed.

In the beginning of “The Hunger Games,” the hero feels helpless trying to protect her little sister from getting picked in the Hunger Games. By the end of Act IIb, the hero is once again feeling helpless about protecting her fellow tribute, Peeta, in the Hunger Games.

The horrifying truth is that the hero may die and the oppressive government will continue threatening the hero’s little sister.

The horrible fate for the hero will be like the beginning only worse. In the beginning of “Die Hard,” the hero is separated from his wife. By the end of Act IIb, he’s still separated from his wife but with the added danger that she could be killed and then he’ll never have a chance to get back with her ever again.

In the beginning of “Back to the Future,” the hero lives in a dysfunctional family and lacks confidence in himself. By the end of Act IIb, the hero may never exist because his dysfunctional mother and father might never meet.

In the beginning of “Ghostbusters,” the hero is alone but looking for love. By the end of Act IIb, his girlfriend has been turned into a demon and he may never see her in human form again.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the end of Act IIb (near the 90 minute mark in a two hour movie). What is the villain’s complete goal and what makes it so horrifying?

How does the hero’s Rock Bottom moment threaten to return the hero back to their original life introduced in the beginning of the story? What makes this Rock Bottom moment even worse than the hero’s state in the beginning of the story?





Summary



Act IIb is where the hero’s life gets progressively worse while the villain’s life gets progressively better. The beginning of Act IIb occurs right after the hero has achieved a goal related to the Symbol of Hope, but then the villain keeps threatening the Symbol of Hope until it seems lost from the hero for good.

While the hero gradually loses control of the Symbol of Hope, the villain gradually reveals the details of his or her ultimate goal, which promises horrifying consequences if the villain should succeed. The villain’s true goal must be even worse than we originally thought.

In “Alien,” the threat from the villain starts with getting the alien face hugger off the crew member. Then after the alien bursts from his chest, the danger escalates into capturing the alien and getting it off the ship.

When the crew realizes the alien has grown and is killing the crew members, the danger gets worse as it turns out the alien is extremely intelligent and deadly. Now the final horrifying goal of the villain appears at the end of Act IIb when the hero learns that the android science officer’s goal from the start was to bring the alien back alive where the entire crew’s lives are deemed expendable.

That’s a horrifying revelation of the true villain’s goal at the end of Act IIb. That moment of surprise, and sudden realization what the villain has been doing since the beginning, makes the end of Act IIb the lowest point in the hero’s life.
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ACT III SCENES











A
 ct I introduces the characters, their goals, and the story setting. Act IIa and IIb shows the hero gradually learning new skills while the villain gradually progresses towards achieving a horrifying goal. By the time Act III arrives, we should know what the story is about, who the hero and villain are, and what the hero needs to do to win and defeat the villain. Act III is all about the final battle between the hero and villain.

There should be no new characters or information introduced in Act III. Instead, everything previously introduced in Acts I, IIa, and IIb must play a part in the final battle for Act III. This is the do-or-die part of the story where if the hero wins, the villain has lost for good. Likewise if the villain wins, there’s no chance the hero can ever win again.

In romantic comedies, Act III is where the lovers either finally get together for good or lose each other forever. In action thrillers, Act III is where the hero either kills the villain or the villain kills the hero. In sports stories, Act III is the championship game where either the hero wins or the villain wins. Act III is where the winner takes all.

Act III can be divided in half like this:


	The hero enters the villain’s lair and defeats a henchman.

	The hero faces the villain in the final battle.



By the end of Act III, there are three possibilities:


	The hero wins and the villain loses (the traditional happy ending)

	The villain wins and the hero loses (a tragedy)

	The hero seems to lose but actually gets something much better



Action, mystery, comedy, and romance stories often conclude with a happy ending. The suspense with a happy ending isn’t whether the hero will win or not, but how they’ll win by defeating the villain. In other words, the details of how the hero wins is far more important than the actual outcome.

In “The Hunger Games,” we know the hero will win, but the question is how can she possibly win as the sole survivor of the Hunger Games without killing Peeta, her fellow tribute who loves her?

The answer is that the hero agrees with Peeta to commit suicide together to deny the government a winner in the Hunger Games. By doing this, she avoids having to kill Peeta (or have Peeta kill her) and she gets to defy the government in the process.

Since the outcome of the story isn’t in doubt, the story ending must focus on the unique way the hero defeats the villain. “Bloodsport” is about a vicious martial arts competition where some competitors get killed or seriously injured. The hero faces the villain and defeats him, but instead of just beating him up, he holds the villain down and makes him cry for mercy, thus defeating him and humiliating him in front of everyone at the same time.

When the villain wins and the hero loses, that’s a tragedy. The key is to keep this moment in doubt for as long as possible. In “The Godfather,” the hero has long claimed he wants nothing to do with his family, but gradually he starts taking over the family’s organized crime business. When the hero’s wife asks if he was responsible for killing his brother-in-law, the hero flatly denies it, making us hope that the hero hasn’t succumbed to his family’s organized crime business.

Then moments later, the hero closes the door in his wife’s face so she won’t see other men paying their respects to the hero as the new godfather, which finally reveals he’s lost his battle to stay out of the family business after all.

Another twist is for the hero to seemingly lose, but wind up winning after all. In “Cars,” the hero wants to win an important race, but when one of his competitors breaks down, the hero goes back and pushes him across the finish line. So although the hero fails to win the race, he gains the respect of everyone, which proves more valuable than if he had won.

In “Rocky,” Rocky is fighting for the heavyweight championship but actually loses the fight. However, since he put up such a valiant battle against all odds, he’s gained the respect of the entire world.

When deciding the ending in Act III, the key is to be unpredictable. The ending may be predictable but the details for how the ending occurs should never be predictable. This unpredictability in the details is what makes the ending so emotionally powerful.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and study the ending. Does the hero win? Does the villain win? Does the hero lose but actually get something better?

How is the ending predictable, but the details of how the story ends remain mysterious until the last moment?





The Mentor’s
 Inspiration


By the end of Act IIb, the hero has hit a Rock Bottom moment when the mentor is either dead or too far away to help, the Symbol of Hope looks like it’s gone, and the villain is on the verge of complete success.

At that moment, Act III begins with the mentor finding a way to inspire the hero into action once more. This moment of inspiration often comes to the hero indirectly. In “Wreck-It Ralph,” the hero is a video game character who’s tired of being the bad guy all the time. His mentor is another video game character who the villain claims is a glitch in the system.

Just as the hero thinks all is lost, he happens to glance outside of his video game to spot the mentor’s video game cabinet, which happens to have a picture of the mentor on the side. This picture proves that the mentor is not a glitch in the system (like the villain claimed), but also that the villain deliberately lied to the hero. Seeing this proof that the mentor was right all along inspires the hero into action.

In “Top Gun: Maverick,” the hero has been permanently grounded and dismissed as a Top Gun instructor. That’s when the hero goes to his girlfriend, who tells him that if he had lost a wingman, he’d keep fighting. That’s when she urges him to keep fighting and find a way.

In “Legally Blonde,” the hero is on the verge of quitting law school and goes to say good-bye to her hairdresser friend. That’s when one of her female law professors, getting her hair done, tells her, “If you’re going to let one stupid prick ruin your life, you’re not the girl I thought you were.”

This makes the hero realize she had won the respect of her late professor and that she can go back in and fight until the end.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the start of Act III (the 90 minute mark in a two hour movie). What inspires the hero to keep fighting for his or her goal?





Facing
 the Henchman


Once the mentor inspires the hero to try once more, the hero must go where the villain is strongest. That makes the hero’s task even harder, but to make matters worse, the hero must first battle the villain’s henchman.

This henchman is typically the strongest opponent the hero has ever faced, sometimes even more powerful than the villain. In many James Bond movies, the villain has a henchman such as the hat wielding henchman called Odd Job (“Goldfinger”) to the steel toothed villain called Jaws (“The Spy Who Loved Me”). The henchman protects the villain and the hero can’t face the villain until he or she defeats the henchman first.

The main henchman is always a single person. In “Kill Bill, Vol. 1,” the hero faces an army of swordsmen, but easily dispatches them despite being heavily outnumbered. The hero only has trouble when the main henchman appears, a young Japanese girl who wields a spiked steel ball on a chain. This henchman almost defeats the hero but at the last minute, the hero finally manages to defeat this henchman.

Sometimes this henchman works directly for the villain but sometimes this henchman just happens to be a strong opponent the hero must face. In “Bloodsport,” the hero must face a vicious kick boxer who has defeated numerous opponents with ease. This kickboxer tricks the hero and nearly knocks him out before the hero responds and finally knocks him out instead.

The kickboxer had no relation to the villain but simply served as a difficult opponent for the hero to defeat before facing the villain.

Sometimes the villain himself acts as the henchman. In “Rocky,” Rocky fights Apollo Creed but after a few moments, Apollo Creed realizes Rocky isn’t that experienced so instead of boxing him, he toys with him. That’s when Rocky surprises him by knocking him out.

From that point on, Apollo Creed is literally a different boxer who no longer takes Rocky for granted. Now Apollo Creed is trying as hard as he can to knock Rocky out in retaliation for Rocky knocking him to the canvas earlier.

The henchman forces the hero to fight, barely survive, but emerge victorious. Only after the hero has defeated a main henchman can the hero confront the villain in the end.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and look for the start of Act III (the 90 minute mark in a two hour movie). Who is the main henchman who blocks the hero from confronting the villain?





The Ally
 and the Mentor


When the hero faces the villain, he or she still needs help from an ally and a mentor. The ally provides physical help while the mentor provides emotional help.

The hero helps change the ally into a better person while the mentor helps change the hero into a better person. By defeating the villain, the hero can help the mentor resolve an emotional problem from the past.

In “Legally Blonde,” the hero has helped her ally (her hairdresser) meet the UPS deliveryman. Now as the hero is in court, defending her first case, the ally appears in the courtroom with the UPS deliveryman by her side. This shows that the hero had helped the ally achieve her goal, so now the ally has returned to help the hero.

Even though the ally’s appearance in the courtroom doesn’t physically help the hero, it helps her emotionally to see that she has the ally’s support.

In “Little Miss Sunshine,” the hero starts her dance routine at the beauty pageant and it turns out to be a strip tease dance. Now the pageant organizers are trying to get her off the stage when the hero’s ally (her father) runs up to dance along with her and defy the pageant organizers. This shows that the father has changed from seeing the world as either winners or losers, to protecting his daughter because it’s important for her to finish her dance routine.

In “Top Gun: Maverick,” the hero is about to be shot down by an enemy plane when the hero’s ally, a hotshot pilot nicknamed Hangman, shoots down the enemy plane first. Later, Hangman smiles and shakes the hand of Rooster, a pilot he had earlier tormented during training. By offering a handshake to Rooster, Hangman shows he’s changed and grown to respect Rooster as a pilot.

In “Legally Blonde,” the hero is questioning the star witness but gets help from her mentor, a lawyer who has been helping her ever since she started law school. Not only does the hero’s mentor let her legally act as a lawyer despite being a law school student, but the mentor provides encouragement that the hero can succeed.

In “Little Miss Sunshine,” the hero’s mentor is her dead grandfather, but her grandfather was the one who taught her the scandalous strip tease dance that ultimately brings her entire family together to support her and each other.

In “Top Gun: Maverick,” the hero has rescued Rooster (the son of his dead friend) but is afraid to fight two enemy planes threatening them. That’s when Rooster tells the hero that he would fight if he were alone. That spurs the hero into fighting and shooting down both enemy planes.

The hero can’t fight the villain alone, but needs physical help from an ally and emotional help from a mentor.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify how the ally and mentor help the hero in Act III. How does the ally help the hero? How does the ally show he or she has changed for the better? How does the mentor give the hero emotional support?





Fighting
 the Villain


When the hero faces the villain, this is the final battle that will answer the initial unresolved physical and emotional problems. Will the hero win?

The best way to structure the hero’s fight with the villain is through a four-part story structure like this:


	The hero achieves initial success against the villain.

	The villain cheats or uses an unfair advantage to nearly defeat the hero.

	The hero relies on a lesson from the mentor for inspiration.

	The hero uses the mentor’s lesson to defeat the villain.



In “Bloodsport,” the hero starts defeating the villain. Then the villain cheats and throws salt in the hero’s eyes to blind him. Now the villain appears on the verge of success. While blinded, the hero remembers his training when his mentor taught him to fight blindfolded. This allows the hero to fight back and defeat the villain.

In “Star Wars,” the hero survives a hit from a TIE fighter and heads down the trench to blow up the Death Star. Suddenly, the villain appears with two escorts and cripples one of the hero’s escorts before shooting down the other one.

At that moment, the hero’s ally (Han Solo) appears and shoots down the villain’s escorts before crippling the villain’s fighter. Now the hero can blow up the Death Star and defeat the villain.

In “Babe,” the hero (Babe the pig) has entered a sheep herding contest that’s normally associated with dogs. As the hero sits out in the field, the sheep mill around aimlessly while the spectators in the stand laugh.

Suddenly, a dog from the farm arrives to tell the hero the secret password to get the sheep’s cooperation. Now the hero uses this password to start herding the sheep through different obstacles until he finally succeeds.

When facing the villain, the hero’s final battle must go back and forth. First we think the hero might win, then we fear the villain might win. Finally the hero emerges victorious by using some lesson from the mentor that visually shows how the hero has finally changed.

By resolving the emotional problem first, the hero suddenly finds they can resolve their physical problem.

In “It’s a Wonderful Life,” the hero goes to an alternate version of his life where he was never born and he sees how much of a difference he made in so many people’s lives. When he finally returns to his ordinary world, he’s suddenly thankful for everything and everyone around him. That resolves his emotional problem thinking he needed to leave his small town to lead a fulfilling life.

Once he’s resolved his emotional problem, he cheerfully rushes back home to deal with the physical problem of not having enough money in his savings and loan. Just as the police are ready to arrest him, money from friends and relatives come pouring in to save the hero, which resolves the physical problem.

By resolving the emotional problem first, the hero will have the strength and faith to face and conquer the physical problem.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the last 15 minutes where the hero confronts the villain. How does the villain cheat or use an unfair advantage to nearly defeat the hero?

How does the hero resolve the emotional problem?

How does resolving this emotional problem let the hero resolve the physical problem?





Summary



Act III is the final battle that needs to be bigger than anything we’ve seen earlier. Notice in “Star Wars” the final battle scene involves far more starships flying around and shooting each other than any earlier scene.

The final battle involves two parts. First, the hero must fight and defeat the main henchman. Then the hero must fight the final battle against the villain. To help the hero’s fight against the villain, an ally or mentor may appear.

The ally’s appearance will show that the ally has changed due to the hero’s influence. Then the ally will help the hero solve a physical problem. The mentor’s influence will help the hero resolve an emotional problem. Then the hero can finally defeat the villain by resolving the physical problem.

Everything in Act III must be set up earlier in the story. Then it all comes together in the end. For that reason, it’s best to focus on the final battle first so you know what elements need to be set up earlier.

Even though the final battle outcome may be predictable (a happy ending), the real story comes from how the hero will defeat the villain, often in a surprising, unexpected way that has been set up earlier in the story through the mentor.

Act III is the last chance to make a lasting impression. Whatever that last battle looks like, it must be unique, memorable, and emotional. If you expect audiences to stick with your story from beginning to end, make sure the final battle makes the journey worthwhile.
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A NEW WAY TO WRITE











T
 he traditional way to write a screenplay is to start at the beginning and keep writing until the end. Then go back to the beginning and keep adjusting the story until it all finally makes sense. While this will work, it’s inefficient, confusing, and time-consuming. Even worse, it’s far too easy to get lost and get discouraged.

A far better way to write is to structure your story based on the following:


	Plot - what happens

	Emotion - what it means

	Characters - who it happens to



Plot describes what happens. When coming up with a story idea or a pitch, writers often focus on the plot. The plot in “The Hunger Games” is that in a dystopian future, a teenage girl must fight to the death on a reality TV show until there’s only one survivor. The plot in “Alien” is that an intelligent creature is killing crew members on a starship. The plot in “Groundhog Day” is that a man must relive the same day over and over again until he can find a way out.

Plot describes the action. If the action sounds exciting, then the assumption is that the story will be exciting as well, which isn’t always a safe assumption. However, if the plot doesn’t sound exciting, then few people will likely care.

In any story pitch, the main characters are often ignored because what’s important is what happens, not necessarily who it happens to. That’s why story pitches can sound great but can be implemented poorly. In “Downsizing,” the plot is about how scientists have made it possible to shrink human beings to a fraction of their size, allowing them to use far fewer resources.

Yet once the main characters are shrunk, they behave no differently than they did when they were full size. By creating characters who have no emotional stake in the plot, “Downsizing” starts with a fascinating premise but populates that story with characters who completely ignore that premise. This creates a disappointing story because the plot has little affect on the characters.

After defining the plot, it’s crucial to identify a hero who will be most affected by that plot. “E.T.” wasn’t just about an alien stranded on Earth after his flying saucer takes off without him (plot). It was really about how that story affects the hero, a young boy who feels alone and becomes friends with that alien.

What if instead of the hero being a young boy, the hero were a grandmother living in the isolated wilderness of Wyoming? Or if the hero were a policeman living in New York? The plot would still be the same (an alien gets stranded on Earth) but the entire emotional tone of the story would change dramatically.

That’s why you must identify the best hero possible for a particular plot. The best hero for every story is the character most affected emotionally. What is the emotion that the hero experiences as a result of the plot?

Take the same plot (an alien gets stranded on a planet) and you get three completely different stories based on the characteristics of the hero and setting:




“E.T.”



	Hero - A young boy.

	Emotion - The joys of friendship.






“Predator”



	Hero - The leader of a commando team.

	Emotion - Triumph over an alien hunter.






“Alien”



	Hero - An officer on a star cargo ship.

	Emotion - Horror in fighting a monster.



In “E.T.,” the story is about friendship so the hero is a lonely boy who suddenly befriends an alien from another world. Then he tries to help this alien get back to his flying saucer so he can go home again.

In “Predator,” the story is about fighting so the hero is a commando team leader, skilled and armed in combat. The hero must now battle against a far more technologically advanced foe who possesses superior weaponry.

In “Alien,” the story is about survival so the hero is just an officer on a star cargo ship who just wants to get back home. Then she’s forced to fight to the death just to survive and escape from this alien monster.

Notice that the plot (an alien stranded on a planet) is identical, but the setting, emotional tone, and the hero defines three entirely different stories. It’s important to create an appealing plot, but it’s also crucial that you choose the emotional tone for the story as well.

With a plot plus an emotional tone, you can then choose the best setting and character to match that emotional tone. Ultimately, every story is less about what happens (the plot) and more about how that plot changes the hero emotionally.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify the plot. Then identify the hero who the plot affects. What is the emotional tone of the story? How does the setting and the hero work to support the emotional tone?

In your own story, describe the basic plot in a single sentence. Define the emotional tone for your story. Now define a setting and hero who can create that emotional tone within the plot.





Defining
 the Plot Scenes


The plot defines what happens, so the easiest way to structure a plot is to start with a before and after scene, and then a middle scene that acts as a bridge between the beginning and the end. In “E.T.,” the before scene looks like this:


	E.T. has been left behind by his flying saucer. Now he’s isolated and alone.

	The hero feels isolated and alone despite living with an older brother and a younger sister.



This beginning scene sets up the emotional problem. E.T. is physically alone and isolated while the hero simply feels alone and isolated. Once you know the beginning, jump ahead to the end where life has dramatically changed. In “E.T.,” this dramatic change looks like this:


	The flying saucer has come back for E.T. Now he’s now no longer isolated and alone.

	The hero must say goodbye, but he’s happy he made a friend.



It’s important to define the beginning and the end so you can easily see the drastic change in the hero’s life. If the hero’s life doesn’t drastically change from the beginning to the end, the plot is already flawed and should be changed.

For the greatest amount of change, the end should represent the complete opposite of the beginning. In the beginning of “E.T.,” the hero feels isolated and alone. By the end, the hero no longer feels isolated and alone.

Once you’re certain that the beginning and end show a drastic change, the final step in the plot is to work backwards from the end to the beginning. The basic structure for the plot looks like this:


	Beginning - The hero wants something.

	End - The hero finally gets what they want or something better.



The major scene right before the End is the Rock Bottom scene where the hero looks as far away as possible from getting what they want.


	Beginning - The hero wants something.

	Rock Bottom - All appears lost as the hero is as far away from the goal as possible.

	End - The hero finally gets what they want or something better.



Working backwards from the Rock Bottom scene, define the midpoint False Victory scene that represents the opposite of the Rock Bottom scene. Where the Rock Bottom scene represents complete hopelessness, the False Victory scene represents complete success, but with a catch.


	Beginning - The hero wants something.

	False Victory - The hero seems to get what they want.

	Rock Bottom - All appears lost as the hero is as far away from the goal as possible.

	End - The hero finally gets what they want or something better.



Working backwards from the False Victory scene, the hero starts realizing their dream in a Fun and Games scene like this:


	Beginning - The hero wants something.

	Fun and Games - The hero starts achieving their goal.

	False Victory - The hero seems to get what they want.

	Rock Bottom - All appears lost as the hero is as far away from the goal as possible.

	End - The hero finally gets what they want or something better.



This is how the plot structure works for “E.T.”:


	Beginning - The hero feels isolated and alone. He wants a friend.

	Fun and Games - The hero starts developing an emotional bond with E.T.

	False Victory - The hero has fully developed an emphatic bond with E.T.

	Rock Bottom - The government has caught E.T. And he appears to be dead.

	End - The hero must let E.T. leave, but they’ve become great friends.



Notice that this simple plot structure outlines the majority of the action in the story. This is how the same plot structure works for other movies:




“WALL-E”



	Beginning - The hero is alone on a devastated Earth. He wants to find someone to love.

	Fun and Games - The hero starts getting to know Eve, a female robot.

	False Victory - The hero has reunited with Eve on a starship in outer space.

	Rock Bottom - The hero is damaged and about to get ejected out into space.

	End - The hero has returned to a recovering Earth and has found someone to love.






“The Hunger Games”



	Beginning - The hero wants to protect her little sister from the Hunger Games.

	Fun and Games - The hero starts becoming friends with Peeta, a boy who says he loves her.

	False Victory - The hero has become friends with Peeta.

	Rock Bottom - The hero is nearly killed and Peeta is seriously wounded.

	End - The hero has returned home so she can continue protecting her little sister.






“Big”



	Beginning - The hero wants to become big.

	Fun and Games - The hero magically becomes an adult.

	False Victory - The hero has gotten a job in a toy company designing toys.

	Rock Bottom - The hero feels pressured to live as an adult and wants to be a child again.

	End - The hero returns to his original age and size, wiser now about being an adult.



By outlining the main plot points, you can define much of your story. The key is making sure the Beginning and End represent opposite extremes. The Rock Bottom moment represents the opposite of the End. The False Victory represents the opposite of the Rock Bottom moment. Then the Fun and Games scene bridges the gap between the Beginning and the False Victory.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and identify these major scenes. Does the End scene represent the opposite of the Beginning? Does the Rock Bottom scene represent the opposite of the End? Does the False Victory scene represent the opposite of the Rock Bottom scene?

In your own story, plot out these major scenes to give your story a direction. Each major scene constantly changes the hero’s state to create tension as the hero’s life whipsaws back and forth between getting closer to the original goal and feeling the goal slip further away.

Beginning is the opposite of the End.

Rock Bottom is the opposite of the End.

False Victory is the opposite of the Rock Bottom.

Fun and Games is the gap between the Beginning and the False Victory.





Outlining
 the Emotional Change in the Story


Action alone will never make a story. What’s important is the emotional change the hero goes through and indirectly, the emotions the audience experiences as well. For any type of emotional change to occur, the hero must start in a dead end life and wind up in a far better life by the end of the story.

More importantly, the hero’s character flaw helped create the hero’s dead end life. To get out of this dead end life, the hero must acknowledge their own character flaw.

To change, the hero must deal with three separate forces:


	The villain forces the hero to change

	The mentor encourages the hero to change

	The hero’s character flaw keeps him or her from changing



This is how the villain constantly forces the hero to change:




Act
 I


	The villain inadvertently sends a Symbol of Hope into the hero’s life, giving the hero a direction.

	The villain cuts the hero off from their old way of life. Now the hero has no choice but to take a Leap of Faith into a new, unfamiliar world.





Act IIa


	The villain indirectly threatens to keep the hero from the Symbol of Hope, forcing him or her to start changing into a stronger person.

	The villain demonstrates his or her power that will be used against the hero in the end. This demonstration of power forces the hero to respond.






Act
 IIb


	The villain threatens the Symbol of Hope, forcing the hero to protect the Symbol of Hope and become a stronger person.

	The villain attacks the hero and nearly defeats him or her, forcing the hero to hit Rock Bottom and acknowledge their character flaw.






Act
 III


	The villain plans to destroy the Symbol of Hope, forcing the hero to save it by becoming a stronger person.

	The villain nearly defeats the hero, which forces the hero to overcome their character flaw to defeat the villain.



In comparison to the villain who acts like a malicious teacher, the mentor encourages the hero to change through this structure:




Act
 I


	The hero first learns about the mentor who seems least likely to be helpful in any way.

	The mentor protects the hero by demonstrating a useful skill or power that the hero wants.





Act IIa


	The mentor demonstrates more of his or her power that the hero would like to have too.

	The mentor teaches the hero a lesson that will prove crucial in defeating the villain in the end.






Act
 IIb


	The mentor separates from the hero, forcing the hero to try on their own.

	The mentor helps the hero one last time.






Act
 III


	The mentor encourages the hero to try again.

	The mentor’s lesson lets the hero to overcome their character flaw to defeat the villain.



Finally, the hero must constantly confront their character flaw throughout the story. The hero must constantly be tempted to between their character flaw and overcoming their character flaw. This is how the hero’s internal struggle over their character flaw works:




Act
 I


	The hero’s character flaw has convinced the hero to accept a limiting belief that keeps them in a dead end life.

	After the Symbol of Hope appears in the hero’s life, the hero now sees a goal that will require the hero to start changing.





Act IIa


	The hero enters a new, unfamiliar world that’s scary and makes the hero think their limiting belief is a safer option.

	The hero achieves a goal related to the Symbol of Hope, which makes him or her change into the type of person they need to be in the end.






Act
 IIb


	The opposite of the hero’s character flaw causes problems, but the character flaw seems to offer a more tempting life instead.

	The hero hits Rock Bottom but finally acknowledges their character flaw.






Act
 III


	The hero realizes they can be a better person.

	The hero finally overcomes their character flaw by embracing the mentor’s lesson, which allows them to defeat the villain for good.



By outlining your story from how the villain affects the hero, how the mentor affects the hero, and how the hero deals with his or her character flaw, you can structure your story much easier than trying to juggle all these ideas at the same time.

Focus on each major character (villain, mentor, and hero) and then combine these three separate outlines into a full and complete story.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and outline the story of the villain, mentor, and hero. In your own story, outline the stories of these three main characters.





Writing
 a Scene


When writing a screenplay, think of every scene as a mini-story that consists of four parts:


	A problem or mystery

	A character trying to solve this problem or mystery

	A setback

	The resolution that ends in a cliffhanger



The problem or mystery must immediately let us know what’s happening. Now we need to know which characters care about this problem or mystery. Once we know the problem the characters want to solve, the third part of the scene introduces a setback.

In other words, whatever the characters try initially to solve their problem doesn’t work. This creates tension as we want to know what will these characters do next. Then they come up with another plan that resolves the initial problem in one way or another, which then leads to the next scene.

This is how an early scene in “The Matrix” works:


	(Problem or mystery) A team of policemen raid a hotel room and find a female hacker (Trinity).

	(Trying to solve problem or mystery) The villain (Agent Smith) arrives as Trinity wipes out the entire police team.

	(Setback) Agent Smith tries to capture Trinity as she runs for her life by jumping over rooftops.

	(Resolution) Trinity finally makes it to a telephone booth and mysteriously disappears before a truck can smash into her.



This is how the opening scene in “Harold and Maude” works:


	(Problem or mystery) A young man (Harold) hangs himself in a large room of a luxurious mansion.

	(Trying to solve problem or mystery) The villain (Harold’s mother) enters the room, stares briefly at the hanging body of Harold, and then ignores him as she makes a phone call.

	(Setback) Harold acts like he’s choking and waves his arms to get her attention.

	(Resolution) Harold’s mother calmly walks away but not before telling him to be ready for dinner tonight. Harold is dejected that his suicide didn’t bother his mother.



This is how the ending scene in “Little Miss Sunshine” works:


	(Problem or mystery) After the hero (Olive) does a striptease on stage, the pageant organizers try to get her off the stage.

	(Trying to solve problem or mystery) The hero’s father goes on stage to take her away.

	(Setback) The father decides to start dancing with his daughter as a show of support.

	(Resolution) The other family members jump on stage and dance with the hero to show their support as well.



Notice that this four-part story structure mimics the four Acts of the overall story. Every story can be divided into four Acts, each Act can be divided into four parts, and each scene can be divided into four parts. This four-part story structure works for individual scenes, entire Acts, or complete stories.

The reason why this four-part story structure works is because the first part grabs attention. The second part holds our attention because we want to see if the character’s first attempt solves the initial problem.

When this first attempt fails, this setback creates tension and suspense as we want to know what will happen next. That’s when the characters try another solution and this solution leads to a resolution and a cliffhanger that makes us want to know what happens next.


Exercise:
 Pick a favorite movie and pick a scene at random. How does this scene pose an initial problem or mystery? How do the characters initially try to solve this problem? What setback do these characters face?

Examine a scene in your own story. Does it start with an initial problem? How do the characters try to resolve this problem? What setback occurs and how do the characters react to this setback? Does the scene resolve the initial problem while creating a cliffhanger that makes us want to know what happens next?





Summary



Scene are structured stories. Each scene tells a mini-story and those mini-stories tell a larger story. When writing a scene, grab attention first with a problem so the audience knows the purpose of the scene (to solve that problem).

Then show a character striving to solve that problem while another character gets in the way either deliberately or accidentally. Due to another character’s interference, the problem won’t get resolved.

Therefore, the character must try another approach and that second approach finally resolves the initial problem in one form or another.

When you think of scenes as stories, each scene must be interesting by itself. Then each interesting scene leads the audience into the next interesting scene. Together, all those interesting scenes tell an interesting (hopefully) story.
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WHERE TO GO FROM HERE











T
 he key to mastering any skill is to keep doing it and keep improving. If you keep making the same mistakes, that will never help you. If you keep improving a little each day, by the end of the year, you’ll have progressed tremendously from where you began.

Mastering any skill like writing is never a competition against others since you can never control what other people do. Instead, writing is a skill where you only compete against yourself. The more you write, the better you’ll get. The more you study other writers and apply what you’ve learned from others, the better you’ll get.

Mastery is a combination of natural skill and applied practice. You can have all the natural skill in the world but if you never apply it, you’ll never go anywhere. You can have no natural talent at all but if you constantly apply yourself, keep learning, and keep making mistakes (and learning from your mistakes), you’ll be far better off than someone with more natural talent.

In other words, you control your destiny in your own hands. You can’t control luck. You can’t control natural talent. You can’t control your background or whatever handicaps or limitations may exist in your world.

What you can control is how much work you’re willing to work on your writing.

So don’t give up. Don’t get discouraged. Don’t ever think you’re any less of a writer (or person) than anyone else.

All you can be is the best writer you can possibly be, whatever that may be. How far you go is ultimately up to you.

And that’s a goal worth striving for.












APPENDIX – MAJOR SCENES IN EVERY STORY










Every story consists of four Acts:


	Act I - Exposition

	Act IIa -Positive rising action

	Act IIb - Negative rising action

	Act III - Climax



By knowing the basic elements of every story structure, you can easily outline the major scenes and then fill in the gaps in between. The major scenes in each Act appear like this:



ACT I

Beginning


	What is the initial question about?





Introduction to story setting


	Essential information to understand setting

	Event to set story in motion





Introduction to hero


	Useful trait or skill

	Emotional goal





Introduction to villain


	Villain’s power (to be used against the hero)

	Long-term physical goal





Symbol of Hope


	Sent into the hero’s life from the villain

	Offers the hero a path to pursue the emotional goal and leads to mentor





Introduction to mentor


	Seems least likely to be helpful

	Symbol of Hope leads hero to mentor





Leap of Faith


	Villain cuts hero off from old life

	Hero pursues Symbol of Hope into a new world





ACT IIa

Fun and games


	Mentor helps hero and demonstrates power

	Meet an ally





False Victory


	Achieves Symbol of Hope goal

	Hero learns mentor’s lesson





ACT IIb

Hero’s minor victory


	First hint of villain’s real goal

	Hero starts changing (proactive, caring for others, helps an ally)





Rock Bottom


	Villain gets Symbol of Hope, is on verge of achieving initial goal, and separates hero from mentor

	Hero admits character flaw that created limiting belief





ACT III

Enter villain’s lair


	Mentor inspires hero

	Hero defeats main henchman





Climax


	Hero nearly wins with help of ally, but villain cheats

	Hero uses mentor’s lesson to defeat villain





End


	How is mentor redeemed?

	How is the initial question answered?







OEBPS/Image00004.jpg
Writing
Scenes for
Screenplays

By Walao Wans.





OEBPS/Image00002.jpg
The 15-Minute Movie
Method

Wallace Wang,





OEBPS/Image00001.jpg
Opening Scenes

Marty looks for Doc in his
lab, which establishes his
relationship with Doc

Marty plays guitar to
audition for the school dance
but gets rejected

Marty sees a truck he
wishes he could own

Marty donates to the Save the
Clock organization to pay for
a clock that got struck by
lightning

Ending Scenes

Marty tries to get back in
time to save Doc from
getting shot by the
terrorists, but he’s too late

Marty has to fill in as
guitarist at the school
dance so his parents can
kiss

Marty finds the truck he
wanted in his garage

Marty can get back to the
future by harnessing the
lightning bolt to power the
time machine





OEBPS/Image00000.jpg
Story Genre

Drama
Horror
Romance
Comedy
Action

Mystery

Emotion

Serious
Fear

Love
Humor
Excitement

Intellectual
challenge





