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  I think it is not for writers to solve such questions as the existence of God, pessimism etc. The writers function is only to describe by whom, how and under what conditions
  the questions of God and pessimism were discussed. The artist must be only an impartial witness of his characters and what they said, not their judge.


  Anton Chekhov1
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  INTRODUCTION


  It was a rainy Tuesday in Canterbury, Kent. Id been teaching The Death of the Author by Roland Barthes to my third-year students, which was probably
  unwise. One of my senior colleagues had recently found out that Id been teaching literary theory to creative writing students, and she wasnt happy about it. What do you think
  youre doing? shed said, after a group of them had tried to borrow a sofa they needed for their seminar presentation on structuralism. Just teach them the
  difference between first person and third person and let them write, for Gods sake.


  After that, no one was allowed to use furniture in a presentation.


  This was during my first year of teaching. It wasnt how Id thought it would be. Id imagined turning up and finding groups of terrifyingly well-read students who all wanted
  to be Raymond Carver or Sylvia Plath. What I found were, mostly, quite modest people who hadnt even heard of Carver and Plath. They had some great ideas, and were often fascinating and
  charismatic in person. But when they wrote, their easy, natural voices often turned into formal, wordy, lumpen prose. Are you writing to your great-aunt? Id ask them. Id
  started setting essay questions like What is the point of metafiction? just to shake things up a bit. It wasnt working. So I was willing to try anything, even Barthes. My
  theory at the time was that if the students could read better, theyd write better. But more than that, I thought it would be useful to get away from the idea of author as
  genius and the sorts of biographical readings that made my students think that you could only write fiction if you were rich or beautiful or had a complicated personal history. I wanted the
  students to see how much the words on the page matter.


  Teaching The Death of the Author hadnt actually gone that well. In the seminar Id introduced the students to the Infinite Monkey Theorem. This theorem states that a
  monkey hitting typewriter keys randomly will eventually, given enough time, produce the works of Shakespeare. I asked the students to imagine a monkey writing Hamlet completely by
  accident. If Hamlet had been written by a monkey with a typewriter, would it still mean something? Yes. Of course it would, wed decided, after a lot of frowning and thinking. Or
  maybe it was just me that decided. Anyway, the Infinite Monkey Theorem, I said, proved that it is the text that matters, not the author. It didnt really matter whod written
  Hamlet: it was a deep, moving and mysterious play because of the words on the page and nothing more.


  I ended up with the odd feeling I often had in those days that Id taught something important and interesting, but that it hadnt had quite the effect I wanted. I half wondered if my
  colleague had been right, and I should just let the students write. After all, her students were doing OK, and writing some pretty decent short stories. My students all seemed to be beginning vast,
  peculiar novels about the afterlife.


  Then there was a knock at my office door. It was an American student who always called me Professor Thomas, even though at the time I was a junior lecturer. I invited him to come in and sit
  down.


  Professor Thomas, he said sadly, I just dont understand The Death of the Author, however hard I try. Especially this stuff about monkeys.


  Yes, well, I said. Sorry. That was a weird example. But dont blame Barthes for that  it was my idea. I thought it would help. Anyway, just focus on his
  essay.


  But why are the monkeys typing in space?


  Not space. Infinity. Although I guess it might amount to the same thing . . .


  But why? he said.


  I thought back to the class. There was something a bit, well, wrong about the monkeys with typewriters thing, but I couldnt put my finger on what it was. We probably all knew
  intuitively, even if we couldnt do the mathematics, how unlikely it would be that the exact combination of typewriter characters that made Hamlet would ever just
  randomly occur in nature. In fact, mathematically, youd need millions of universes and millions of monkeys for this to happen. There is only a one in fifteen billion chance
  that a monkey would even write the word banana randomly. But wed persisted in persuading ourselves that this thought experiment meant that the author doesnt matter, and
  that Shakespeare doesnt matter, even though we were all trying to be authors, or, at least, writers. Mathematically and philosophically, Shakespeare shouldnt matter. But I think we
  sensed that he did. Shakespeare himself was a random fact of nature, with almost the same genetic sequence as a monkey, and he produced Hamlet in less than a year.


  But anyway, most of us had agreed that it was the words and sentences on the page that meant something, not the thoughts of the author (which you could never know anyway). But this student
  hadnt agreed with anything. Hed just looked lost.


  OK, I said to him. Lets think about Bret Easton Elliss Lunar Park. We know from studying it that its all about fictionalisation, the limits of
  reality, fatherson relationships and so on. Now, imagine that Bret Easton Ellis walks in here now and says that the novel is actually all about goldfish, or clothes-pegs. Can he change the
  book by saying that? Just because hes the author? Its impossible, right? So we cant really take the authors intentions into account when reading, because they might
  change, or because the author may not even know what they are, or may have forgotten. We dont want the text closed, but opened . . . 


  I noticed that the student had begun to look a little quivery and was no longer concentrating on what I was saying.


  Are you OK? I said.


  He looked at me. Professor Thomas? he said. Honestly? If Bret walked in here now, like the real Bret? I just dont know what Id do. I love
  him.


  That was the moment I realised.


  We love writers.


  However suspicious of language we might (rightly) be, we still love writers.


  Why? Why do we love them more than random word generators, or immortals with nothing better to do than randomly strike typewriter keys for all eternity? Why would no one in their right mind want
  to read a computer-generated novel, even if it were possible to create one? I realised that we love our favourite writers because they are human, and they have made an effort to
  communicate something important to us. In knowing they are human we understand that they feel just as much as we do. We know that they understand what it means to want something you cant
  have, to love the wrong person, to be misunderstood, in pain, embarrassed and alone. Writers are important to us because they look at the world and see something interesting, and they manage to
  write it down in a way that makes our brief lives more substantial. We know that writers appreciate beauty, whatever we think that is, just as we do, because they are human. Humans are not able to
  sit around writing randomly until the end of time. We are fragile, finite and afraid. We suffer.


  I realised that this was what I needed to teach my students.


  We are part of the great ape family, Hominidae, just like gorillas, chimpanzees and orang-utans. Our animalistic desires  for sex, food, a nest, some kind of wealth or status
   form the basis of much fiction. We wont live for ever, but at least weve learned to use our typewriters. And we have something to say. We might not be able to know the true
  intentions of authors, and we might not consider these intentions important when we are reading, but by God wed better have some when we are writing. And our intentions, as we will see over
  the course of this book, must be both ambitious and modest: they must be about asking big questions, rather than providing small answers.


  We shouldnt be afraid of big questions. Anyone who has looked at the sky has wondered whats out there. Everyone wonders who they really are. Everyone thinks about death, aging,
  love, sadness, delight and all the ideas we encounter in the best writing. These questions arent just for special people, or even just for people on creative writing courses.
  They are for everyone. But it is very hard to write in such a way that someone else can feel what you felt, or think what you thought. Language has limitations, for a start. How do we say something
  if theres no word for it? And structure is tricky too. How do we have enough structure so that what we are doing is recognisable as, say, a novel, but not so much that it becomes completely
  formulaic? Perhaps most importantly, how do we decide what to write about, given all the amazing things we have seen and experienced? And how do we begin to turn this into fiction?


  In the end I gave up trying to teach The Death of the Author. But I still thought we could do more for the students than tell them to just write. Its
  particularly useful to teach people what to do before they just write. Over the years I have encountered a surprising number of people who simply cant recognise what
  is most interesting about them or identify the special knowledge that they have (and everyone does have something). I now begin every fiction writing class by getting the students to
  make some kind of inventory of what they know, what dramatic things have happened to them, what their special skills are, what unique knowledge they have and so on. One of the ways I
  do this is with a matrix that I have included here in Appendix One. You might want to fill this out now and just leave it for a while. Later on Ill show you how to use it to start plotting a
  novel, short story, screenplay or some other kind of fiction. Theres no obligation for you to then write this, of course. But it is an interesting process even for non-writers, working out
  what you could write if you wanted to. Of course, to you, your matrix will probably look a bit boring and familiar. Most people say this. I have had students not notice exciting things like
  beekeeping, archery, grade seven piano, professional gardening experience and advanced mathematics lurking on their matrixes. So often, in class, a student says something about what they know and
  everyone else says, Wow, thats so interesting. Id love to read a book about that.


  I was beginning to establish some idea of what could be taught in creative writing, and so much of it was about the preparatory stages of writing. What will you write about and
  how will you do it? Most people are OK once they know this stuff, but not enough time is spent on it. At the time that I began doing it, creative writing teaching  even sometimes my own
   often involved little more than passing around postcards and asking students to describe them, or giving them three incongruous objects and asking them to put them in a story. This sort of
  creative writing was something any intelligent person could easily do on their own, or with some friends, or with one of the creative writing books available at that time. Why come to university to
  do it? I spent a lot of time trying to imagine Tolstoy or Chekhov on a university writing course and not being able to do it. Sylvia Plath, I reminded myself, actually got rejected from a writing
  course. A great writing course should, like a great novel, be a life-changing experience.


  I realised that there was a whole set of things that everyone knew about creative writing (show dont tell, write what you know, never use a
  clich, delete all your adverbs and so on). People even knew that it was a bad idea to read great fiction while you were trying to write it. One of my MA
  students once asked me what he should do about this. I want to read Hemingway, he said. But Im scared that Ill, you know, pick up too much of his voice. Of
  course, if it was this easy to pick up a writing voice, the world would be full of great (if derivative) writers. Dont worry, I said to this student. Read what you like.
  Youre definitely not going to turn into Hemingway. At the time we all laughed. But he went ahead, and guess what? He didnt turn into Hemingway, just from reading him:
  he turned a bit more into himself.


  Some other quite simple truths were being overlooked as well, for example that fiction is all about suffering, conflict and drama  all the things that make us humans from the family
  Hominidae. How do you teach that? The existing rules were being thrown around without any explanation about why they exist, and why they might even be wrong sometimes. Why
  should we show rather than tell? How do we write what we know without becoming too autobiographical? And what is actually wrong with clichs and adverbs? In The Bell Jar, Esther
  Greenwood says at one point, My drink was wet and depressing. This is bad writing by normal creative writing standards, because it is abstract rather than specific, but
  in context its a brilliant line, just right for the character and the situation. I sensed it was important in creative writing teaching not just to recognise that something works, but to
  analyse how and why. I also wanted to encourage new writers to take risks and be ambitious. I wanted them to understand writing as a profound act of communication, not just an exercise in
  technique.


  But I also wanted them to have fun, and to develop a lightness of touch. We have a short-fiction course at Kent where students read Anton Chekhov, Katherine Mansfield and Raymond Carver and then
  write their own short stories. Last time I taught it, almost everyones favourite story was Raymond Carvers Feathers. In the story a young couple, Jack and Fran, go to
  visit a married couple, Bud and Olla, who live in the countryside with their baby and a pet peacock. When Olla wants to let the peacock come in Bud says, We got company in case you
  hadnt noticed. These people dont want a goddamn old bird in the house. That dirty bird [. . .] Whatre people going to think? Ollas response implies that Bud has
  never called the peacock dirty before and is doing so now only to impress the guests. Eventually, the peacock is allowed to come in, and he plays with the baby. We realise that this
  is a very happy, if eccentric, family. However, the scene where Olla brings the baby out to show Jack and Fran is the one that the students always remember.


  
    
      The baby stood in Ollas lap, looking around the table at us. Olla had moved her hands down to its middle so that the baby could rock back and forth on its fat legs. Bar none, it was
      the ugliest baby Id ever seen. It was so ugly I couldnt say anything. No words would come out of my mouth. I dont mean it was diseased or disfigured. Nothing like that. It
      was just ugly. It had a big red face, pop eyes, a broad forehead, and these big fat lips. It had no neck to speak of, and it had three or four fat chins. Its chins rolled right up under its
      ears, and its ears stuck out from its bald head. Fat hung over its wrists. Its arms and fingers were fat. Even calling it ugly does it credit.2

    

  


  All the students I have ever taught have been absolutely delighted by this passage. Afterwards, weeks or months later, you only have to say ugly baby to them and
  they collapse into fits of laughter. Why? Well, for one thing they seem to love it that a serious writer like Carver takes such obvious pleasure in describing a really ugly baby, which is something
  no one, if they wanted to be polite, grown-up and sophisticated, would ever contemplate doing. Its as if theres a Venn diagram in which the set of things you find in serious
  literature and the set of things that are very funny in real life overlap. Its silly and freakish, but its somehow serious as well.


  I started to notice similar responses to other texts from our reading lists. Theres the wonderful George Saunders story Sea Oak, in which the protagonists aunt dies,
  becomes a zombie and yells show your cock at him (he works in a male topless bar but knows he can get more money if he does extras). Theres Magnus Millss
  book The Restraint of Beasts, in which some high-tensile fencers keep accidentally killing people and then burying them under gateposts. Theres Nicola Barkers novel Five
  Miles from Outer Hope, in which a teenage girl, Medve, falls in love with a guy who smells of antiseptic but then frightens him off with a prank that goes wrong involving pulling a plastic
  centipede out of her vagina. Theres Chekhovs story Rothschilds Fiddle, which begins, It was a tiny town, worse than a village, inhabited chiefly by old
  people who so seldom died that it was really vexatious.


  When I remind students of the ugly baby, their conversation goes something like this:


  Oh my God, the ugly baby. The ugly baby!


  I loved that story.


  Its harsh, though.


  Yeah, but its totally hilarious.


  I love the ugly baby.


  Me too. Its so sweet.


  And what are the names of those people? Fran and . . . 


  Jack?


  Yeah. Dont they end up having a really mean, horrible baby?


  Thats right. After that evening shes like, Fill me up with your seed!.


  Its so gross.


  And then their baby ends up with a conniving streak.


  And Fran cuts her hair and gets fat.


  Yeah, and then theyre really miserable.


  What happens to the peacock?


  Doesnt it fly into a tree one night and not come down?


  And so on.


  Feathers is one of Carvers more sentimental stories, but it does ask serious questions about the domestic choices people make, and the role of beauty in life. The students
  think about these questions as a result of reading it. They think about how one dinner party can change your life, and how people are influenced to do things by watching other people. The ugly baby
  is where they start, though. Everyone loves the ugly baby. The ugly baby is defamiliarising and somehow earthy. Its real. It shocks us a little bit, wakes us up, makes us pay more attention
  to the rest of the story. Playful, irreverent moments like this are one of the great pleasures of fiction. They dont just occur in contemporary writing, and they dont always feature
  sex and death (although its very common that they do). Who hasnt laughed at the Dormouse in Alice in Wonderland, Mr Wemmick in Great Expectations, Jane
  Austens parody of Gothic fiction in Northanger Abbey, or Baby Kochammas armfat in Arundhati Roys The God of Small Things? (Baby Kochamma
  was holding on to the back of the front seat with her arms. When the car moved, her armfat swung like heavy washing in the wind.3) Indeed, there is no such thing as a great novel
  with nothing funny in it. So anyone learning how to write must also consider how to work with playfulness and humour.


  No one, it seemed, had written a contemporary writing book that covered everything. There were plenty of books out there, though. Some focused on giving yourself permission to
  write. Some suggested automatic writing. Some had exercises in perspective and general technique. Some of them were even very good. I encouraged all my students to read On Writing
  by Stephen King, How Fiction Works by James Wood and Eats, Shoots and Leaves by Lynne Truss. But there was no single book I could give my students to read that covered everything
  I thought they should know. So I gave them Plato and Aristotle on plotting, Stanislavski on characterisation, Nietzsche on tragedy, Chekhov on sentence-level writing, and worked around it that way.
  We read Viktor Shklovskys classic essay on defamiliarisation, and many other things. But all these texts needed explanation, and I always had a lot of my own material to add as well,
  especially contemporary examples that made sense of old or difficult ideas.


  So I started giving lectures, which was a very unusual thing to do on a creative writing programme. It was an exciting process for me, working out ways of explaining how and why The
  Matrix told the same story as Platos Simile of the Cave, and how the death of Princess Diana followed the rules of tragedy in the same way that Oedipus the King does. I
  analysed pop culture alongside classics not just to make the lectures more accessible, but because I wanted the students to get used to seeing plot, structure and writing techniques in the world
  around them. Toy Story, while not being as deep and complex as Pride and Prejudice or Great Expectations, really does follow many of the same structural
  rules. The Da Vinci Code, while being a pacy novel that does ask big questions and is structurally sound in many ways, is very predictably (and even badly) written. Tabloid
  newspapers, while not good at offering deep analysis, are full of tight, evocative prose. There are a limited number of plots that we use to tell stories (I think there are eight, but other people
  argue for one, two, three, five or seven), but an almost unlimited supply of nouns and verbs we can use to create the characters and imagery that make our stories mean something to people.


  The lectures ended up showing that good writing is always that which is the most human, and therefore the most, well, animal. A machine can easily be programmed to say She was
  very sad. But a machine cant create an original image that explores sadness. It cant look at the world, see something sad, and write that instead of the usual old adjective. A
  machine could use an algorithm to create the structure of a tragedy, but not its crucial details. It would take a machine far longer to write Hamlet than it would take a monkey with a
  typewriter. It would just never happen. You have to be human to write Hamlet. A machine could write something like Once upon a time there was a man who went to visit his friend and
  realised his friend was happier than he was. But a machine could never create an ugly baby.


  I sometimes received emails from people outside the university who had enjoyed my books, asking if they could sit in on my lectures. I sent the written versions of the lectures to them instead.
  After a while it became clear that this was the best way for the lectures to be experienced anyway. They were, after all, written documents rather than a list of bullet points. And theyd
  become so long that I always ended up frantically editing as I read them out, cutting whole paragraphs so I could keep within the 50 minutes. Then the third-year students started asking to have
  copies of their first-year lectures so they could re-read them. Our MA students had often done no formal creative writing before, or none at Kent, so I started giving each student a bundle of these
  documents. Then I started to re-write them and add a few more examples and explanation to each one. They became essays rather than lectures. I realised that these essays were beginning to come
  together in one big document, and as I refined this document further, I finally noticed that I was writing a book. The whole process has taken seven years.


  I feel passionate about all the material in this book. It is not just for students; it is for anyone who wants to study fiction in order to become a better writer or a better reader. The main
  focus is on novel-writing, but you dont have to want to write a novel, or any kind of fiction, to get something out of it. But once you have read it, you will, I hope, know how to construct
  a good sentence, a good metaphor, a good scene, a good plot and a good character. At no point in this book do I pretend that writing a novel (or even reading one deeply) is easy. It isnt
  easy. But it is a lot easier when you know how to work with your own special material, and when you have considered how other novels are constructed. Its also useful to realise how much of a
  novels construction can be accidental, and everyone learns that when they begin writing one.


  My mother recently got her PhD at the age of 63. She decided that she wanted to turn her research into a popular history book. She realised that she needed to tell a story, just like a novelist
  would, but also that she didnt know how to do this. Despite reading thousands of novels in her life (she is the type of person who reads the heaviest book first on holiday so she can leave
  it behind), she did not know the basic things about storytelling  even that you have a choice between (among other things) first and third person, past and present tense. So this book is
  partly for her. Both my father, Gordian, and my stepfather, Couze, have expressed an interest in writing novels, and this book is partly for them, too. Its also for Hari, Nia, Sam, Jo,
  Daisy, Sheila, Vybarr, David S and everyone I know who half-secretly plans to write a novel one day. This book is for anyone who wants to find a way of putting their thoughts and feelings down in
  words. Its for everyone on a creative writing course, and for everyone whod love to do a creative writing course but is too poor, shy, busy or scared. Its for all the people
  who have ever asked me, Where do you get your ideas?


  Lots of people have helped with this book. Most thanks must go to Rod Edmond, whose love, support and, of course, thoughtful and insightful comments on the manuscript have been invaluable.
  Thanks too to my mother, Francesca Ashurst, who created my bibliography. I am also very grateful to my wonderful editor, Francis Bickmore, and my fantastic agents Simon Trewin and Dan Mandel. Suzi
  Feay has been a good friend and commissioning editor over the years. Id also like to thank everyone at Canongate, particularly Norah Perkins, and my copy editor Lorraine McCann. A book like
  this can only come together as a result of many seminars, lectures and conversations in corridors, where ideas get kicked about, thrown around and sometimes dropped altogether. In some cases I have
  tried many different ways of teaching something before stumbling on the thing that works. Therefore, I would like to thank all my students and colleagues  past and present  at the
  University of Kent. In particular, thanks are due to Sam Russell, Gonzalo Cern Garcia, Karen Donaghay, Amy Lilwall, Alice Furse, Simon Smith, Patricia Debney, Amy Sackville, David
  Flusfeder, David Herd, Ariane Mildenberg, Jennie Batchelor, Sarah Moss, Abdulrazak Gurnah, Jan Montefiore, David Ayers, Caroline Rooney, Donna Landry, Anna Katharina Schaffner and David
  Stirrup.


  
    
      Scarlett Thomas


      Kent, 2012

    

  


 


  PART I


  THEORY


 


  INSIDE PLATOS CAVE


  
    
      All the great story lines are great practical jokes that people fall for over and over again . . . Somebody gets into trouble and then gets out again; somebody loses
      something and gets it back; somebody is wronged and gets revenge; Cinderella; somebody hits the skids and just goes down, down, down; people fall in love with each other, and a lot of other
      people get in the way; a virtuous person is falsely accused of sin; a sinful person is believed to be virtuous; a person faces a challenge bravely, and succeeds or fails; a person lies, a
      person steals, a person kills, a person commits fornication.

    


    Kurt Vonnegut4


    
      Either follow tradition, or develop something that is consistent within itself, writer.


      Horace5

    

  


  HAVE YOU EVER had your heart broken, or broken someone elses heart? Have you ever won an argument but later realised you were wrong? Have you
  ever tripped over in public, or spilled wine on someone elses carpet? Have you ever tried to help someone who didnt want to be helped (or even someone who did)? Have you ever been in
  trouble, big or small? Have you ever felt trapped? Have you ever gossiped, felt bad about it, and then found that youve been the subject of gossip yourself? And have you, as the result of
  any of these situations, found yourself thinking and thinking about what really happened, and what it meant? Have you edited your life in your head and wondered what would have happened if
  youd said or done something else, or if someone else had? Do you drive yourself half mad sometimes thinking about life, and how you and other people live it?


  If the answer to these questions is yes, then you almost certainly have what it takes to be a writer, or to understand how and why other people write. Why? You know what drama is, you have
  suffered, and, most importantly, youve started to analyse these things.


  At the moment, though, your life experiences are probably a bit like a pile of steel, with, perhaps, a few nuts and bolts scattered around. If someone told you to go and build a bridge with
  these components, Im guessing you wouldnt be able to do it. It certainly wouldnt be easy. This is what I think it is like when you try to write your first novel, short story or
  screenplay. You have all this stuff, but you dont know what to do with it, or even which way up it all goes. You probably dont know how bridges are built, even if you have
  gone over thousands of them. Of course, one way of learning how to build bridges is to go out and examine some examples, and see how they work. This is how most people who write good fiction learn
  to do it. We will be doing that too, in this book. We will start by taking apart all kinds of different narratives, from Tolstoy to Toy Story, in order to see how they are put together.
  Only after we know exactly how narrative works will we start to think about how it looks and feels and how it could potentially change us. We will also spend a good deal of time later on
  considering how to write with depth, humour and originality.


  I am assuming you are reading this because you want to become a better writer, or a more informed reader. But I hope you dont mind that I am going to pretend, in this book, that you
  do want to be a writer, and that you want to be a writer for some reason other than just making money. This wont necessarily be true, I know. I do hope that you will write fiction,
  and that youll become the kind of storyteller who changes peoples lives in some way. But in fact you might want to write commercial fiction (and there are far worse things to do). You
  might want to be a screenwriter. You might want to know how to apply fictional techniques to narrative non-fiction. You might want to become an English teacher, a book reviewer or a journalist, or
  gain a greater understanding of how fiction works for another reason, or just for fun. This book will help you do all those things  I hope. But for simplicitys sake, I am going to
  address you as if you want to write fiction. And the first thing you need to do if you want to write good fiction (or do any of the things Ive just mentioned) is to understand the basics of
  how narrative works. Thats what this chapter is about.


  I will define narrative for now as the way we tell stories. Narrative tells a story, which means that narrative is different from story. Plato says in Part
  III of The Republic that stories  in Greek the word pseudos: a fiction or a lie  . . . are of two kinds: true stories and
  fiction.6 This is quite a profound idea to begin with. We all know the fictional story of Cinderella, of course. But we also spend our days being told stories with
  varying degrees of fictionality. There might be news stories, gossip, the story of how Arsenal did last night, a story about how we can become more relaxed using meditation techniques. And those
  are just what you get in newspapers. As we drive to work, we might listen to a story on the radio about someone trying to climb a mountain, and this might really have happened, or it might not
  have. We might be told, though billboards, stories that suggest how happy our family would be if only we would buy this apartment, or that breakfast cereal. Other billboards might subtly (or not so
  subtly) suggest parts of familiar stories: the princess in beautiful clothes; the hero in a fast car. Story, clearly, does not necessarily mean something that is made up. Or
  maybe it does, if you realise that made up means put together or constructed, not just fictional. Making up can of course refer
  to creating a dress from a pattern, or a meal from a recipe, both of which are not that different from the way fiction is constructed, as we will see.


  Something happens, and then because of that, something else happens. Thats a story. When we tell it, it becomes a narrative. Although we could spend many hours talking about terminology,
  and how to break down all the parts of narrative, we can say for now that basic narrative comprises a story, often arranged into a plot. Very basic narrative may not have imagery, theme,
  characterisation and all the other elements well be looking at in this book, and the story and the plot might be the same thing. So what is the most basic possible narrative? The cat
  sat on the mat is not a narrative, because it tells no story: nothing happens and no change occurs. It is a statement. The cat sat on the mat and then went outside to look at
  birds is two statements, and although something happens, it doesnt happen because of something that has happened before. In other words, it doesnt work according to cause and
  effect. The cat was shooed off the mat and so decided to go outside and look at birds is a narrative because it tells a story based on cause and effect. The cat is outside
  now partly because she was on the mat before. This narrative is a simple chronological story that has not been plotted. The cat was outside watching birds. She had been comfortable on her
  mat before Rachel came and shooed her away is now a plotted narrative, because it is not simply chronological. In the narration, the past happens after the present, not before. Other writers
  and theorists will look at these distinctions differently.7 But I think this is the most useful way for writers to look at narrative.


  Well be looking at motivation much later, but note for now that in our most basic story the cat has some motivation to get off the mat, and so change occurs. Change is one of the
  most important aspects of fiction. And it helps us to understand what distinguishes a basic chronological story from a sequence of statements. Change occurs because of something. And
  because of that something else happens, and then something else. So lets begin by properly exploring the difference between this kind of chronological story (which Russian
  formalists call fabula), where change happens on a simple timeline, and plot (which you might come across as sujet or sjužet). As Boris
  Tomashevsky says, Plot is distinct from story. Both include the same events, but in the plot the events are arranged.8


  A simple example of how story and plot differ from one another can be found in the Harry Potter series of novels. The chronological story being narrated begins before Harry is born, with the
  rise of Voldemort and the Death Eaters, or even before that, with the birth of Dumbledore and the founding of Hogwarts School. However, the first scene in Harry Potter and the
  Philosophers Stone is set much later than this, and we meet Harry as an older child living with his uncle and aunt. The plot begins when Harry finds he is going to attend Hogwarts
  school, and elements from the chronological story are revealed later. Most narratives do not begin at the beginning, as we will see. While most narratives begin with some kind of
  question about the future of the main character (Will he/she fall in love? Save the world? Escape?), complex plotted narrative usually at some point asks questions about a past, or
  backstory, which has been concealed. One of the key skills of writing is knowing what to conceal and when to reveal it.


  The dramatic effect of Pride and Prejudice relies on parts of its backstory being concealed from its protagonist Elizabeth Bennett (and from the reader). There is a true
  story concerning the past actions of Mr Darcy and Mr Wickham that she must discover if she is to truly love Darcy. Who betrayed whom? First she believes that Darcy is the betrayer, but she later
  discovers that it was Wickham after all. In a narrative like this, there is a true story that is not fully known until the end of the novel. The plot is made up of several competing
  stories  Elizabeth Bennetts story about Darcy, Wickhams story about Darcy, and Darcys story about Wickham, among others  and in this competition there is drama.
  We would not find the novel anywhere near as compelling if Jane Austen simply just told us chronologically what happened, beginning with Darcy as a sweet child being kind to the
  servants, then with him and Wickham at Cambridge, then Wickhams descent as it really happened, then the meeting with Elizabeth Bennett.


  Plot gives a story drama. In the crime genre, each narrative has a plot arranged in such a way as to conceal an entire chronological story from the protagonist and usually from the reader as
  well, until the final chapter, where the plot reveals the story hidden within it all along. The story may be, in chronological order: Mr Whites colleague does something awful to him; then it
  begins to snow;9 then Mr White kills his colleague, exits through a window and leaves footprints in the snow; then a detective comes, sees the footprints and arrests Mr White. In a
  plotted detective narrative wed get the detectives investigation first, then the seeing of the footprints, then the apprehension of Mr White, and only then the
  reason for the murder. Wed need to wait for the end of the story to know the beginning. The whole of this story arguably contains the births of all the characters and all their motivations
  for doing everything they do. Some parts of the entire chronological story will be left out of any narrative. In Pride and Prejudice, we dont learn very much about Elizabeths
  childhood, because it has no effect on the story: nothing is caused by it. Darcys childhood is important, however, and so we do learn something of that.


  To help think more about this relationship between chronological story and plot, we could use some analogies. The relationship between the story and the plot in narrative is similar to the
  relationship between the material and the pattern in sewing, the ingredients and the recipe in cooking, and the construction materials and the architectural drawings in house-construction. In each
  of these a basic material is cut and shaped according to some plan, and the result is a whole new thing. As I said before, its all to do with making things up, although it
  helps to remember that this doesnt necessarily mean (and will actually hardly ever mean) fabricating things entirely from your imagination. Well see why later. For now, it is
  important to realise that when you write fiction you will work with familiar patterns, even if you plan to be very original. Great fashion designers still make dresses that we recognise as such,
  even though we have perhaps never seen this dress, in this material, before. In fashion, no one would actually present a roll of material as a dress, but the equivalent does sometimes happen when
  we begin to write fiction  we forget to shape our story. Patterns and shapes are not the point of storytelling. But it is very important that we understand them, and learn how to work with
  them.


  We already work confidently with patterns and shapes in our everyday narratives, although we might not always realise this. Looking at some of these structures will help us begin to understand
  more about how narrative works. Those funny anecdotes that you might tell your friends about your life will all have a similar structure. Something unexpected or problematic will happen.
  Therell be a narrative question that will later be resolved. (How did he get home with no clothes? Did everyone really overhear what she said about her
  colleague? Does the fact that he blushed mean that he is attracted to her?) Often these anecdotes are little tragedies, and in the resolution we are embarrassed  we seem
  to like telling each other stories of our embarrassment. One of my friends favourite anecdotes is about the time her puppy ate one of her library books. She tells it the same way every time:
  taking a phone call in the other room and leaving the puppy alone with the book, then returning to discover the book partially in shreds and partially digested by the dog. It was a shame, she
  always says, because she hadnt even finished it. The problem of how to return the book to the library was resolved when she decided to buy a new copy to give them. Most people have been in a
  social situation with a couple who want to tell a shared anecdote and say things like, No, you tell it. You tell it best. In these cases at least, we can see that there are obviously
  better or worse ways of constructing a narrative (or it wouldnt matter who tells it).


  In The Poetics of Prose, Tzvetan Todorov attempts to uncover a grammar of narrative and suggests that all narrative has the same basic rules. He says:


  
    
      An ideal narrative begins with a stable situation which is disturbed by some power or force. There results a state of disequilibrium; by the action of a force
      directed in the opposite direction, the equilibrium is re-established; the second equilibrium is similar to the first, but the two are never identical.10

    

  


  My friends anecdote fits this pattern exactly. The puppy eating the book is the disequilibrium, and the final return of the book to the library is the re-establishment of
  equilibrium. If you look closely at the stories you tell, youll often find the same structure. Indeed, if you look at the way you understand your life so far, you will probably find several
  stories fitting this pattern. You will also find it in factual news stories, gossip columns, conversations and in all sorts of other places too. Even our fears  perhaps
  especially our fears  often take on a familiar narrative structure. Its very common to fear that something bad is going to happen because something good just has. Being in an exciting
  new relationship makes us all anxious, because we know what happens in any story that has a good beginning. Usually, things soon start to go wrong, and there is no such thing as equilibrium that
  lasts (unless its at the end of a story).


  We can express the basic act of storytelling, therefore, as follows: taking a character in a state of equilibrium, messing it all up to create disequilibrium, and then resolving this into a new
  state of equilibrium. The character travels through these states in what is commonly called an arc. We may begin our narrative at any point on this arc  remember that narrative has a plotted
  story, not just a chronological story. In The Odyssey, for example, we meet Odysseus when he is already in a state of disequilibrium, but understand that there was some equilibrium before
  he left for Troy. Hamlet is already in the midst of trouble and complication when he sees the ghost. Thats not to say that all narratives must begin in the way the ancient Roman writer
  Horace, in The Art of Poetry, describes as in media res (into the middle of things). Sometimes narratives do begin ab ovo (from the egg).11 Great
  Expectations wouldnt be as moving and compelling if Pips childhood were told via flashback; it has to begin virtually ab ovo or we would have no idea what Pip has to
  lose by dedicating himself to becoming a gentleman. Perhaps the most basic, but important, observation we can make about stories is this: they always involve change. And narrative makes sense of
  that change.


  If a narrative is well-structured it will have effects on us, the audience. Plato writes a lot about this in The Republic, and has Socrates, his narrator,12 suggesting that
  stories are so powerful that they need to be controlled by the state.13 The first thing Socrates identifies as a real problem in fiction is the representation of the behaviour of the
  gods in the myths of the time. For Socrates, gods must be perfect beings (otherwise what is the point of them?) and perfect beings surely would not do harm, or get into dramatic emotional tangles,
  as most of the gods often do in the most popular myths. Socrates says:


  
    
      Nor can we permit stories of wars and plots and battles among the gods; they are quite untrue, and if we want our prospective guardians to believe that quarrelsomeness is
      one of the worst of evils, we must certainly not let them be told the story of the Battle of the Giants or embroider it on robes . . . On the contrary, if we are to persuade them that no
      citizen has ever quarrelled with any other, because it is sinful, our old men and women must tell children stories with this end in view from the first, and we must compel our poets to tell
      them similar stories when they grow up. But we can admit to our state no stories about Hera being tied up by her son, or Hephaestus being flung out of Heaven by his father for trying to help
      his mother when she was getting a beating, nor any of Homers Battles of the Gods, whether their intention is allegorical or not.14

    

  


  On telling the myth of Cronos, in which Cronos castrates and kills his father and eats his own babies, Socrates suggests that it should be avoided, or at least restricted:


  
    
      It would be best to say nothing about it, or if it must be told, tell it to a select few under oath of secrecy, at a rite which required, to restrict it still further, the sacrifice not of a
      mere pig but of something large and difficult to get.15

    

  


  Socrates continues talking about the way the gods are depicted in myths, condemning stories of them creating evil out of jars, shape-shifting and appearing in disguises, among
  other things. He then talks about a moral weakness that can be created by frightening stories.


  
    
       It looks, then, as if we shall have to control story-tellers on this topic too. We must ask the poets to stop giving their present gloomy account of the after-life, which is both untrue and
      unsuitable to produce a fighting spirit, and make them speak more favourably of it.16

    

  


  Today wed probably talk about this as propaganda  the act of presenting persuasive narratives to achieve a political outcome. We may recall the news reports that
  emerged after 11 September 2001, that told of stories narrated to the plane hijackers in which, after their deaths, they would be rewarded in a heavenly paradise. Who knows if these stories ever
  really existed, but they certainly sound compelling.17 It is no doubt intentionally ironic that The Republic, itself a fictional work, contains arguments that the state should
  control other fictional works, as well as, in Part X, warning against storytelling altogether.


  Its quite clear that this is because stories have effects on people. They do not just depict change, they change us. They make us change our minds and even our feelings.
  Throughout The Republic, Plato explicitly or implicitly identifies the different functions of narratives (some of which are deemed desirable in the republic, some the reverse). Crudely
  summarised, he says narrative may function:


  
    
      1. As representation18 (of reality)  to encourage us to BELIEVE and RECOGNISE19


      2. As persuasion  to encourage us to ACT20


      3. As philosophy  to encourage us to THINK21


      4. As approximation (of fact)  to encourage us to KNOW22


      5. As drama  to encourage us to FEEL (pleasure)23

    

  


  We can see that in the ideal state proposed by Socrates, citizens must not be persuaded that death is awful, or see representations of gods being un-godlike, because their
  actions will be affected (they may not want to go to war, or revere the gods highly enough). But there is drama and pleasure in all the stories Socrates condemns. And stories do give pleasure. All
  that disequilibrium being neatly resolved into equilibrium keeps us locked in a cycle of pain and pleasure that usually ends in pleasure (even when the outcome of the fiction is tragic, as
  well see).24


  All stories  true and fictional  will include one or more of Platos functions, and they will therefore change us. We will believe, do, think, know or feel something we
  didnt before. Lets now compare two surprisingly similar narratives, Platos The Cave25 and the Wachowski brothers film The Matrix (1999) in order to
  see how plot has an effect on the function of the story, and therefore on us. Ill give summaries of both stories first and then well try to apply some of the terms and ideas
  introduced in this chapter to each of them.


  
    
      *

    

  


  The Cave is probably best introduced via an image that can show its elaborate set-up.


  Platos myth tells of a group of people trapped from birth inside a cave. Their legs and necks are fastened so that they cannot move, and they can only look straight ahead. An arrangement
  of a fire and a well-used road behind the prisoners creates shadows that are projected onto the wall in front of them. The shadows are not even of the people travelling along the road, but of the
  carved figurines they carry. Since they do not know any better, the prisoners believe that the shadows depict the whole truth  i.e. the highest level of reality  and
  deduce that the voices they hear must belong to the shadows. If one of these prisoners were forced to become free, Socrates asks in this dialogue, what would his experience be like? He would begin
  by being too dazzled to properly comprehend the truth he can now see  that the shadows belong to three-dimensional objects carried by three-dimensional beings, and that outside the cave
  there is an upper world lit by bright sunlight. But eventually, after being dragged into the sunlight, he would comprehend the truth. Now there would be a conflict, however, between his old life
  and his new one. How can he possibly explain his experience to the other prisoners who have never left the cave? How can he explain the poverty of their mental life? How can he ever be one of them
  again? The man would probably make a fool of himself, garbling about other worlds and unable to believe in the shadows any more. And if he tried to free his fellow prisoners, they
  would probably wish him dead.


  
    [image: ]

  


  The Matrix tells of another set of prisoners. Set in the future, it depicts a society of humans who believe themselves to be living in the real world of
  the late twentieth century but who are actually living inside the Matrix  a vast computer simulation that keeps the minds of the humans happy while, unknown to them, intelligent machines
  farm their bodies for their energy. The people trapped inside this simulation do not know it is a simulation and believe it to be reality. The protagonist of the story, Thomas A. Anderson, aka
  Neo, is a computer hacker looking for the meaning of the Matrix. He cannot understand it from the inside, and needs the hackers Trinity and Morpheus to come and show him the truth.
  They give him a pill that enables his mind to disconnect from its chains, and now, after the simulation dissolves, he can comprehend the reality of his situation: that his body is
  actually confined in a pod in something like a post-apocalyptic battery farm. Once freed from his pod, Neo will return to the Matrix several times (in this and the subsequent films in the trilogy)
  with the purpose of saving a world that doesnt know it needs saving, and perhaps doesnt want to be saved at all. In the first film we meet the character Cypher, who wishes he had
  never seen the truth and has made a deal with the machines that he will go back to a state of ignorance and re-enter the Matrix if he helps them to kill Neo.


  
    
      *

    

  


  Although these two narratives appear to be very different, I hope it is clear that they tell roughly the same story. In each narrative, one member of a society comprising people
  who dont know they are prisoners, and who see images that they think are reality but are not, escapes and finds the truth. So theres certainly in both cases a state of equilibrium,
  which dissolves into disequilibrium, just as Todorov says. In both narratives there is a truth that is not known by, and cannot be easily told to, the remaining members of the society, who would
  have to consent to experience the truth for themselves. In each case the hero of the story is left with an amount of responsibility. Now he knows the truth he needs to know what to do with it. The
  state of disequilibrium continues as the hero battles to restore a new state of equilibrium  where everyone knows the truth and no one is a prisoner.


  We can see that in these examples the same basic story structure has been made very different by its narrative treatment. The Cave is part of a philosophical dialogue. In it the nameless hero
  doesnt even leave the cave; we are simply invited to imagine what would happen if he did. The Matrix is a Hollywood film that tells this story with a fully realised and named
  character, Neo, who has helpers and enemies, and who leaves his fictional prison in high dramatic style. In this version of the story we meet Trinity and Morpheus, the helpers who lead Neo out of
  his illusion, while in the Cave, the entity who unchains the prisoner is never revealed. The Cave implies antagonists (bad guys), although we never find out who has chained up the prisoners. The
  thematic implication seems to be that it is an abstract force such as ignorance and that the prisoners may, symbolically at least, be their own captors. The Matrix keeps the
  implied thematic link between the prisoners and their captors (the chronological story actually begins with humans creating the artificial intelligence that will end up enslaving them) but
  dramatises the captors as the enemy machines and their black-suited agents.


  In both narratives there is a metaphorical depiction of the real world: in one, there is a simple cave set up to show a society that sees two dimensions instead of three; in the other a
  Matrix that actually does look like our world (and that is part of the power of the film), but is also revealed to be a world of too few dimensions. The computer simulation is the
  same thing as the shadows on the wall of Platos cave. In both scenarios the prisoners think they are having meaningful experiences that lose their meaning when the absolute reality outside
  the simulation is grasped.


  Both narratives follow a plot that begins (more or less) with the release of the hero and his ascent into the metaphorical sunlight of the truth. Neo initially rejects the truth: he is as
  dazzled as the protagonist of the Cave. Platos story is left tantalisingly open, and we are left to read it as an allegory about the experience of education, or a cautionary
  tale about the wrongful execution of Socrates, or an inspirational story of transcendental enlightenment, or a warning of the dangers of thinking you can ever see the whole truth. The
  Matrix fills in enough details and backstory to enable us to articulate readings that may emphasise the problems surrounding artificial intelligence,26 or may dwell on specific
  problems posed by the media in our society. However, it is also possible to read The Matrix as a narrative that attempts to wake us up in the same way that Platos narrative does:
  the implication in both is that we are in the cave now. Many commentators, including the Wachowski brothers, have suggested that The Matrix offers a metaphorical
  exploration of what Buddhist enlightenment may be like, or how to escape from hyperreality.27


  Although both the Cave and The Matrix offer us a What if? situation in which a fictional character escapes from a metaphorical prison that implies a position of ignorance,
  both narratives also suggest that to attain absolute truth is not something thats likely to happen to many of us. Indeed, it could be argued that both narratives are actually about the
  experience of being trapped in a cave or a matrix, or any kind of prison, in which you cant possibly know what is outside. And of course, this is the essence of the human condition: none of
  us knows what is outside our universe, or our own finite life. Some people do claim to have ascended to the sunlight and come back, but we tend not to believe them.


  The Cave as a basic story can lead to many different narratives. We see it in the story of the Buddhas awakening, in narratives like Buffy the Vampire Slayer and
  often in science fiction. The Truman Show has an interesting treatment of this story in which only one man, Truman Burbank, is trapped in the cave, and everyone else already
  knows the truth (that his life is a cruel soap opera complete with scripts, other actors and an audience of millions). When you find this basic story within fictional narratives, it always tends to
  come with very big themes, usually about our perception of reality. But they are not always exactly the same themes. We can see, also, that the same story plotted in different ways can have very
  different functions. The Matrix, with its high-resolution visuals, soundtrack, fight scenes and love-interest certainly gives this story more drama than the Cave. It could be argued that
  we therefore get more pleasure from this narrative. However, perhaps because it is so pleasurable, and so emphasises the dramatic function, we more readily recognise it as fiction and this may lead
  us to reject some of its philosophical and thematic elements. Both of these narratives have some sort of persuasive function (we must try to leave the cave) and their philosophical
  functions tend to concern the opposition of ignorance and knowledge. Each represents a world we recognise, although usually in heavily metaphorical set-ups (we live in societies; these societies
  trap us in some way; if we learn more than our neighbours we may become outcasts and so on), and each approximates a historical period, with its own concerns about what our apparent
  reality may be hiding.


  Why do we tell the same stories again and again? Most authors will tell you that they do not sit down to deliberately re-write the Simile of Cave, or Cinderella, or The
  Odyssey, or any other basic stories, but it is possible to identify basic stories (and basic plots, which are different) in almost every narrative. One perhaps obvious point is that we enjoy
  familiar stories. When we curl up on the sofa to watch a romantic comedy we know how its going to end (with a nice wedding, literal or symbolic). If the central characters died suddenly five
  minutes before the end wed be very unhappy and shocked. It is impossible that Elizabeth Bennett will die in a coach accident on her way back from Pemberley, because its not that sort
  of story. When we see a fictional character escaping from reality we damn well want him or her to discover some mind-boggling truth, because . . . Why? Just because thats how
  the old story goes and we like hearing it repeated? Or because these basic stories actually acknowledge our basic anxieties? Is storytelling something that simply comforts us, or is it something we
  want to keep doing until those thorny questions of reality and identity and truth are resolved once and for all?


  One thing that is certain is that story is not the centre of narrative. It is not where we will find new, exciting ideas. But well-known stories provide frames, with edges and boundaries. If
  random things happened in fiction, it would be indistinguishable from life. Crafting a narrative that references a well-known story  whether this is through re-writing, adaptation,
  metafiction or intertextuality  means you have put a frame around your ideas. You are telling your reader that they dont need to worry too much about what is going to happen. Good
  storytellers make readers worry instead about how its going to happen, which is different, as we shall see. Giving your narrative a familiar frame means you have separated it from
  the world. You have made a space for art.


  The Matrix may repeat plenty of what is in the Cave but it creates a whole new narrative situation that gives us more access to the hero and his world, as well as asking questions about
  technology and the media that clearly could not have been asked this way in any previous generation. It has a different palette of imagery, which underlines these questions. There are more ideas
  than there are stories to go with them, and that isnt necessarily a bad thing. Its far better to have a new idea than a new story. So how will you do it? What realities
  will you use your stories to represent or uncover? What acts will you use your fiction to encourage? What questions will you use these stories to ask? What feelings will your fiction inspire? With
  fiction, we can make people think about important things  these can be huge, Matrix-style questions, or subtle questions of the sort we would expect to find in short fiction.
  Fundamentally, we use fiction to encourage people to imagine that they are in a situation, and to try to figure out what they would do in the heros place. And doing in this
  sense is not just action, but thinking. Of course, not everyone uses fiction to ask important questions. But you should. There are already enough Mills & Boon books; and life is short,
  after all.


  My first piece of advice to you, then, is this: learn to understand stories, but realise that they are well-used frames. You are not going to be very original when it comes to story. You can be
  much more original in the way you plot, the characters you create, the little details you use and, of course, the way you use story to explore themes. You can become a very original writer. But you
  probably wont create a completely new story. Thats OK, because just plotting is hard enough, as well see over the next three chapters.


 


  GOING TO BED WITH ARISTOTLE


  
    
      Tragedy is not an imitation of persons, but of actions and of life. Well-being and ill-being reside in action.


      Aristotle28


      
        The real fucking world. First of all, you write a screenplay without conflict or crisis, youll bore your audience to tears. Secondly, nothing happens in the
        world . . . Are you out of your fucking mind?

  
        Adaptation29


      

    

  


  Aristotles Poetics, written around 335 BCE, is probably the most useful practical writing book available, especially if you want to learn
  about plotting. And its only about 45 pages long. This is why you should go to bed with it. Get under the covers and read it again and again. Read it by torchlight in secret when
  youre supposed to be doing something else. Underline things in the dark. It will improve your plotting more than anything else, once you understand it.


  Remember Platos assertion that certain types of story are not suitable for children? Well, the Poetics instructs you in exactly how to tell those stories: the comedies
  and tragedies that were the Ancient Greek equivalent of musical comedy and opera. These are highly emotional narratives that included dramatic reversals of fortune, big Aha! moments
  and, of course, catharsis: a process by which a story changes you, not in a rational, persuasive, thoughtful way (although it will ideally do this too), but on the level of feelings and
  emotions. You come out of the theatre, or put down the book, feeling drained but happy; purged and satisfied. You find you are able to understand something better because you have examined it in a
  fictional form. When Aristotle talks about poetry, he means narrative poetry, by the way. The book is called Poetics, but it is all about fiction.


  Many people (including various Hollywood screenwriters30) believe that Aristotle simply tells us how to write Hollywood blockbusters. On one level he does. He tells us exactly how to
  plot stories so that the audience can wring the most pleasure from them. He tells us how to check our plots for errors, and how not to disgust our audience by showing a bad guy
  getting away with murder, or a decent person suffering through no fault of their own. But in the end, I believe Aristotle comes out against the simple pleasures of formula and in favour of
  something deeper. True pleasure is all about understanding, as we shall see.


  Im now going to summarise what I think are the key moments from the first pages of Poetics, and show you how they relate to the Sophocles play Oedipus the King, the
  Pixar film Toy Story, and an episode of the Channel 4 reality TV programme Supernanny. At the end of the chapter I am going to analyse two classic Hollywood musicals,
  Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, which works perfectly (if eccentrically) according to Aristotles rules, and Theres No Business Like Showbusiness, which breaks them all
  (and is a far worse film for it). Below, there is a table that shows you just the beginnings, middles and endings of Oedipus the King, Toy Story and Supernanny. We will
  see later why every story should have three parts or acts, with a complication, a setback and a resolution.


  
    
      [image: ]

    

  


  Of these three stories one is obviously fictional, one is based on a myth and one is true, although the truth has been edited to fit a pattern. In some ways they could not be
  more different. However, we can probably already see from the table that they have many things in common, and most of these are things that Aristotle has pointed to as features of all good
  plots.


  IMITATION


  According to Aristotle, poets (i.e. storytellers) imitate people doing things, which creates drama.31 So what, then, is an imitation? Aristotle opens
  his text by defining an imitation (the Greek is mimsis), and explaining that storytelling is no different from the visual arts in the respect that both provide imitations of life.
  This concept of imitation may seem obvious  it says that fiction is not real or, to be more specific, not a real account of something that actually happened  but it is actually
  crucial to our understanding of stories. Toy Story is obviously not real. It depicts conscious toys: an impossibility. The scenery in Toy Story is created entirely by CGI
  animation. Theres not a real thing in it. However, we may want to agree that Toy Story does imitate a recognisable, familiar world. It depicts houses and
  streets and parents and cars and birthday parties. Andy is not a real, specific little boy from the world we know. But he could be. Toys obviously cant walk and talk, but these ones
  look like humans and in some sense they could therefore be imagined to be alive and animate in a way that, say, an earplug or a courgette could not (unless Pixar decided to put eyes on them, in
  which case anything would be possible  note the animated lamp sequence at the beginning of Toy Story). In a sense, every fictional imitation (and there are non-fictional imitations,
  too, for example news stories, but we wont go into that here) is a thought experiment: a sequence of What if?s that show not what did happen to a real person, but what could
  happen in a particular set of circumstances. So a fictional imitation is always of something that doesnt exist. Aristotle says that:


  
    
      . . . the function of the poet is not to say what has happened, but to say the kind of thing that would happen, i.e. what is possible in accordance with
      probability or necessity.32

    

  


  Aristotle is saying that the whole point of imitation isnt to simply copy the real, but to make stories out of that which is realistic or believable. So when you
  take something out of the world and fictionalise it, you are somehow going beyond the real into a parallel universe full of events that didnt happen but could have. Toys cant talk,
  but if they could, we imagine that they would probably talk a bit like the ones in Toy Story, and that theyd fall in love, bicker and experience drama the way we do. The imitation
  isnt of speaking toys, but of us.


  Fiction therefore has a metaphorical relationship with reality: it is not it, but it is similar to it. So what are we doing when we engage with (or create) fictionalisations of a
  recognisable world? Aristotle says that:


  
    
      . . . we take delight in viewing the most accurate possible images of objects which in themselves cause distress when we see them (e.g. the shapes of the lowest species of
      animal, and corpses). The reason for this is that understanding is extremely pleasant, not just for philosophers but for others too in the same way, despite their limited capacity for
      it.33

    

  


  So we can gain philosophical pleasure from understanding, and we imitate things so we can understand them better. Narrative, in some sense then, is a form of philosophical
  thought experiment where we work out how we feel about things by playing-through simulations  or, indeed, imitations  of them. And Aristotle is not just being superior when he says
  that not all people are philosophers. Its true that some people want to spend their whole working lives thinking about deep questions and other people only want to do it when they are
  reading (or experiencing in some other way) a fictional narrative. Still, if Aristotle is right then the best fiction should speak to the philosopher in all of us. Truly satisfying fiction changes
  our understanding in some way.


  PLOT


  So what kinds of imitations work, and what kinds dont work? First, and most importantly, the kinds of imitations Aristotle is concerned with in the Poetics
   the epic, the tragedy and the comedy  must have plots. Aristotle defines a plot as the organisation of events.34 The events are what
  make up the chronological story, and the plot is how this story is related (in exactly the way we saw in the first chapter). Aristotle identifies two main kinds of plot in the Poetics:
  tragedy and comedy. Tragedy deals with the downfall, or sometimes near-downfall, of admirable people; comedy with the happy resolution of problems faced by what Aristotle calls
  inferior people, in other words, ordinary people like you and me (and Elizabeth Bennett), with neither fame nor fortune. Tragedy ends in the death of the hero (and often others);
  comedy usually ends with one or more weddings. Well look in more detail later at the difference between a simple plot, which more or less tells a chronological story, and a complex plot,
  which mixes things up much more.


  Any good story (and a plot may be made up of a number of such stories, although there will usually be a main one) will tell of an agent going from good fortune to bad fortune or the reverse.
  Imagine two graphs. One is the shape of a bowl higher on the right side than the left; the other the shape of a hill lower on the descent. The bowl-shaped graph represents comedy (which in this
  book means a romantic story, not a funny story), in which an unhappy protagonists fortunes get worse before getting much better. The hill-shaped graph represents tragedy, where a successful
  protagonists fortunes become better before getting much, much worse. We know intuitively that this is how plots should work, and if a story begins well we somehow know it must end badly, and
  the reverse. This works not just in fiction, of course, but in the narratives we create around celebrities, and even, if were not careful, our friends and acquaintances. Many celebrities
  dont understand why people like to read about their awful affairs, their drug habits and anorexia. Aristotle does. We want them to move from good fortune to bad fortune not because we are
  bad people, but because this is what we expect from narrative. We always expect change.


  Plots deal with changes in fortune. All plots. Try it out on TV programmes and films and youll see that it holds true. In our three examples we can see that Toy Story and
  Supernanny deal with changes of fortune from bad to good, and Oedipus the King the reverse. Toy Story and Supernanny are simple plots; Oedipus is
  complex.


  Aristotle argues that everything in a narrative, from changes of fortune to characterisation, must be demonstrated through action as far as possible. He says that, therefore, the plot
  is the most important part of telling stories, not character: Tragedy is not an imitation of persons, but of actions and of life. Well-being and ill-being reside in
  action.35 If you hear someone say show dont tell in writing, this is what they mean. If I decided to tell you about someone you dont know, I would
  probably bore you to death if I simply told you her height, hair colour, eye colour, job, family background and so on. Youd probably be more interested if I told you about that time she fell
  out of a window while trying to escape from a spider. We learn about a character best by hearing about the actions of that character. We put them in a little plot that tells a little story 
  and this is one of the reasons we may want to agree that plot is more important than character: its through plots that we experience characters, not the other way around. In Camuss
  The Outsider, we learn something significant about Meursault when he drinks a cup of coffee while viewing his dead mothers body. We see from his action that he is unconventional; or
  perhaps we deduce that he did not care for his mother very much. Because other characters also see his action (no one can see something as abstract as pure character; character is
  only known to other characters through action) the plot moves on. He is judged and, later, punished for his unconventionality. In The Bell Jar, Esther Greenwood doesnt need to tell
  us that she is descending into depression. We see her wearing the same clothes for days and being unable to even make a phone call.


  But even if we take this on board and get our characters right by showing them through their actions, we need to know how to plot a sequence of these actions that take our characters from good
  to bad fortune or the reverse. Taking someone from bad fortune to good fortune (or the reverse) is not as easy as it sounds, especially not if we want the resulting story to be satisfying. Imagine
  a character: a rich, perfect young woman striding out of an exclusive department store wearing expensive clothes and giggling into a mobile phone. Shes a stereotype, of course, but
  shell do for illustration. When we come across this character our narrative antennae tell us that there must be something bad about her, and we start anticipating her downfall. As
  storytellers, we could ruin her life by having her fall down a hole, quite randomly. There she is, walking along, and she falls down a hole. Is that a satisfying story? Or would it be more
  satisfying if she had dug a hole herself, intending to hide the evidence of the murder of her rival, and then fell in it? Its not a very interesting story either way, but you should be able
  to see that a hole dug by the character who is due to fall into it is much, much more compelling than a random hole. If we re-imagine this character as Carrie Bradshaw in Sex and the City,
  we may realise that although this character does have beauty, money, a great writing job and a stylish apartment, and could appear as stereotypically perfect at first, we know that she is going to
  have many romantic downfalls. Indeed, the opening sequence of Sex and the City foreshadows this by showing Carrie walking along in a high-fashion white tutu before being
  splashed by a passing car. Good fortune always turns to bad in fiction (and bad to good, of course).


  
    *

  


  Aristotle says that:


  
    
      Tragedy is an imitation of an action that is admirable, complete and possesses magnitude; in language made pleasurable
      [. . .] performed by actors, not through narration; effecting through pity and fear the purification of such emotions.36

    

  


  This is almost as complete an account of what a piece of fiction should contain as youre likely to find, and it doesnt just apply to tragedy in the sense that we
  understand the term, but to most fictional plots. So lets go through these italicised terms one by one.


  THE SINGLE ACTION


  Weve already looked at imitation. An imitation, or story, will contain a single, central action (or, in other words, storyline) whereby, for example, a
  lost toy tries to get home (and therefore retain his power), a man tries to solve a murder or a family tries to make their son eat. Narratives can seem complex, but most of the time you can reduce
  their central story to a one-line summary (like TV guides sometimes do). This one-line summary will contain the single action on which the plot is based. The Wizard of Oz is about a lost
  girl trying to get home. The Harry Potter novels are about Harry trying to overcome Lord Voldemort. George Eliots Middlemarch is about many things, but the focus is on whether
  Dorothea will be able to marry Will Ladislaw. The film Memento, which has a complex plot that makes the story run backwards, is actually just about a man trying to get revenge for the
  murder of his wife. Pride and Prejudice is about sisters trying to make favourable marriages. Most actions will involve a character trying to do something. As I mentioned in the first
  chapter, I like to phrase this single action in the form of a question, which I call a narrative question (there must be thematic questions, too, but more on these later). Will
  Dorothy get home? Will Harry Potter defeat Lord Voldemort? Will Elizabeth Bennett marry Darcy? Will Pip ever win Estellas affections? Will Neo save the world?


  THE ADMIRABLE ACTION


  That this single action should always be admirable is at first hard to comprehend. Tragic heroes in particular do not, after all, perform admirable actions. Or do they?
  Oedipuss motivation is certainly admirable at first. He wants to find out who murdered Laius. (Laiuss own motivation was to keep himself and his family safe.) Hamlet also has an
  admirable motivation when he decides to find out who killed his father. In Thackerays Vanity Fair Becky Sharp wants to elevate her social position. In Tolstoys novel Anna
  Karenina, Anna wants to feel passionate love. Aristotle is quite clear that tragic heroes should be particularly admirable in themselves, or certainly a bit better than us, so that we feel
  pity when they meet their downfall. We dont care about stupid or weak characters. We care about people who are trying to do something we understand to be important, who overcome many
  obstacles and succeed or fail. We particularly like stories about people more beautiful, rich or talented than us who try to do something amazing and succeed for a while but ultimately meet their
  downfall. We like Meursault because of his extreme honesty. We like and admire Anna Karenina because she gives in to feelings that we may suppress, or may never even have.


  But we also like stories of more ordinary people struggling with things that we recognise. There will be admiration here too, or at least approval. We like Bridget Jones perhaps especially
  because of her flaws (shes constantly trying to give up smoking and drinking and lose weight; and she always gets into embarrassing situations) and therefore want her to fall in love and
  experience a change for the better. We like Lorelei Lee in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, despite her being a gold-digger, because she is honest and naive. And why shouldnt she try to
  improve her life? Note that while admirable characters are usually flawed, they are also usually honest and desire things that we understand, and approve of. Non-admirable characters include, for
  example, Cruella De Vil (in One Hundred and One Dalmatians), Orlick (in Great Expectations), Claudius (in Hamlet) and Wickham (in Pride and Prejudice). Some
  writers, notably Anton Chekhov, argue that all characters must be admirable, because once weve looked at anyone deeply enough and understood their motivation we must identify with them
  rather than judge them. We will explore this in more detail later.


  THE COMPLETE PLOT


  Aristotles conceptualisation of the complete plot is probably the most familiar of his ideas. A whole is that which has a beginning, a
  middle and an end.37 Thats easy enough to understand. Its the basic three-act structure that begins with a complication (desis  literally
  tying) and ends with a resolution (lusis  literally untying). Todorovs idea of equilibrium-disequilibrium-equilibrium that we encountered earlier
  is clearly very similar to this. In Act 1 the problem is revealed; in Act 2 the protagonist tries to solve it with more or less success; in Act 3 the protagonist succeeds or fails, and faces the
  consequences.


  We can see from our three examples (see table on p.46) that each one has a plot that tells a story with a clear three-act structure: a beginning, a middle and an end. Each one begins with a
  problem: a powerful stranger has come to town and threatened its hierarchy; a murder has been committed; a child will not eat. Note that in each plot there is a symmetry, and the
  exact complication stated is resolved. You could state the beginnings of these plots inexactly as: Woody is unhappy; the Thebans are unhappy; the Bixleys are unhappy. But unless the story
  addresses and resolves the exact cause of the unhappiness, it will not be successful. So, for example, the Bixleys could win the Lottery halfway through the programme, and this would make them
  happy, but the exact problem about Brandons eating habits will not have been resolved, and the narrative will not be satisfying. Oedipus is destined for a bad end; we know that. But it must
  be as a result of finding out about this murder. A rock falling on his head at the end of Act 3 will have almost exactly the same effect as his discovery, but it will not be satisfying. He could
  fall over and blind himself  but instead he chooses to blind himself with his wife/mothers brooch.


  Note how each column is so similar, even for three such different plots, and how problems tend to get worse before they get better (in the case of Toy Story and Supernanny) and
  better before they get worse (Oedipus). Even though Oedipuss arc is different from Woodys or the Bixleys, note how symmetrical the structures are. As we have already
  noticed, each plot begins with the discovery of a problem and the characters trying to solve it. The only thing that is different for Oedipus is that his attempts to solve his problem seem to be
  going well, and we sense he will suffer as a result. For the others, their attempts to solve the problem go wrong, which causes them to learn something. Then all can be resolved. This analysis is
  not intended to reduce Oedipus the King to mere plot, incidentally. But it is interesting that even one of the most profound pieces of fiction in existence can be seen to have a similar
  structural logic (when one accounts for some mirror-reversals) to Toy Story.


  To properly be complete, the plot must also have a determinate structure. In other words, it must work according to the laws of cause and effect. In a good story, the events in the beginning
  cause the middle to happen, and the events in the middle cause the end to happen. This will also apply to the plot, sometimes in a very complicated way, since story and plot will
  not always be the same thing. For example, the plot of Oedipus can be untangled to reveal two stories (or, if you like, one long one): Oedipuss past, and his present. The plot of
  Oedipus the King takes place over less than 24 hours, but the whole story has taken years. One story (the present) is used to reveal the other (the past). Although in chronological terms
  the past has obviously happened before the present, in this plot we get the present before we learn the past. However, you will notice that both the past and the present stories are structured via
  cause and effect. Because the prophet warns Laius that his son will kill him, Laius arranges for the murder of his son. Because of this they dont know one another years
  later, and so on. Every single part of this story builds on something that happened before, apart from the very first incident (the first prophecy). Why is Oedipus ruler of Thebes? Because he
  overcame the Sphinx. How did he come to meet the Sphinx? He was on his way to Thebes after escaping Corinth to try to avoid a prophecy coming true. Why did Thebes need a new ruler? Because Oedipus
  killed the previous one.


  Also note the way that Act 2 of each of our plots begins with In trying to . . . In Toy Story it is Woodys desire to get rid of Buzz Lightyear that causes
  Buzz to fall out of the window and for them to end up together in the car on the way to Pizza Planet. In narrative when people try to solve problems they more often than not end up making them
  worse, leaving them with more problems to solve. And as well see much later, in the chapter on characterisation, people are motivated to act through their desire for things to be better,
  however problematic their desire is, and whatever they imagine better will be.


  Im sure you already know how to use cause and effect, and just how difficult it can be to get right. Youll know, for example, how hard it can be to maintain a chain of cause and
  effect over a really complex lie. (One of the great rules of lying is also one of the great rules of storytelling. Only ever have one cause per effect and vice versa. You cant go over to
  your friends house not because youre ill and the car has broken down, but because of one of those things.) Youll also use cause and effect when youre merely
  stretching the truth, or even telling the truth, but you want to make sure you are believed, or not blamed for something. When we want to excuse our behaviour, we often have to come up with a
  narrative that makes sense of it. I was feeling ill, which is why I ran out of the room crying leads us to wonder if that is the whole reason or not, but it still makes narrative
  sense. I ran out of the room crying randomly, for no reason makes sense to no one.


  Aristotle warns against the episodic plot, in which several things happen, one after the other, but do so without each thing being caused by the one before. He even tells you how
  to check a plot to make sure this has not happened: So the structure of the various sections of the events must be such that the transposition or removal of any one section dislocates and
  changes the whole.38 In other words, if you can lift a part of your narrative out (a scene, a chapter or even a whole character) and you dont see the plot collapse, then
  that part has no place in the whole. There is no part of Oedipus that can be removed, for example. Try it and see. The end of Toy Story is satisfying because the toys use a
  firework rocket (attached to Buzz by Sid in a previous scene) to escape. If some new character just happened to be walking past and helped them, this would feel wrong. So the scene
  where Sid attaches the rocket cant be removed or the end would not make sense; this in itself means it is a good scene. Beware of those childish stories that are driven by And then .
  . . and then . . . and then . . . What works better is And because of that . . . and because of that . . . and because of that . . . Incidentally, it is very easy to make up
  episodic stories, and very hard to make up determinate stories (and then plot them satisfactorily), which is why the great majority of people who want to make their fortune through telling stories
  actually fail.


  MAGNITUDE


  Aristotle says that beauty consists in magnitude as well as order.39 So your story has to be the right size. Not length  thats not what
  Aristotles talking about here. You could have written a 100,000-word novel or a one-paragraph story and it wouldnt matter. Its the story that matters here, not the
  actual text. An animal a thousand miles long is no good, he argues, because you cant see it all at once. You also cant see things if they are too tiny. A good plot, he
  says, should be readily taken in at one view.40 In other words you should be able to tell a friend a synopsis of the film youve seen or the book youve read
  fairly easily (and it should inspire pity and fear in them  more on this later). You can usually do this because films and published books have one main focus, the single action, which can
  be easily summarised, although much will be lost in the summary, of course. But the single action should have the correct magnitude. A man tries to get revenge for the murder of his
  son can be taken in one view. Four hundred people go on different fairground rides cannot. The main action of the narrative should take place over as short a time-period as
  possible, Aristotle says, with backstory filled in as required. Correct magnitude leads to greater unity, which is the next term on the list.


  Aristotle warns against thinking that a plot is unified simply because it is concerned with a single person.41 A single person and a single action are different. The man
  who sets out to get revenge for the murder of his son will, presumably, have had a childhood full of incidents, and will have grown up, fallen in love, perhaps been fired from a telesales job,
  perhaps got lost once on the way back from a festival, perhaps seen a bank robbery. Putting all these things in a plot does not make it unified just because they all happened to one person. When
  someone sits down to tell you their whole life story are you interested? But what about if they tell you in detail about one really bad relationship theyve had, or the time
  they accidentally took magic mushrooms? What about history lessons where you learn about an entire war from start to end? Surely its more interesting to explore war through one dramatic
  episode, as Kurt Vonnegut does in Slaughterhouse 5?42 The whole chronological story of Oedipuss life does not provide the structure for Oedipus the King, and
  its useful to think about why this is. A good plot should have a definite shape, even if this is concealed to some extent, and there should be one main problem and one main resolution.
  Great Expectations is not Pips unstructured life story, but is focused on the question of whether or not he will ever win the affections of Estella. Of course many other things are
  important in the novel  much more important, and this is part of the point  but the focus is on Pips love for Estella. Interestingly, several endings were written for Great
  Expectations, and they all concern what happens between Pip and Estella even though by that stage Pip has learned enough that it should hardly matter any more.


  PLEASURABLE LANGUAGE


  When you write you should use pleasurable language. For Aristotle, this primarily includes the use of metaphor, which we will learn much more about later. The key thing about
  metaphor, though, is that it usually tries to explore something abstract (love, power, delight or whatever) using specific language and imagery that we can visualise, and that somehow make sense of
  the abstract idea. Remember that pleasure in this context implies a feeling of understanding, and the satisfaction that comes from that. So you should use the type of language that will
  aid understanding not just of your plot and your characters, but your themes. On the whole remember that pleasurable language is anything apart from abstract. Business-report language and jargon
  give no one pleasure, and help no one understand anything.


  Aristotle says that these stories, with their pleasurable language, should be performed by actors, not through narration.43 He is emphasising again this principle of
  show, dont tell. Hes not really saying that everything should be dramatised on an actual stage, but rather that as much as possible in a story should be learnt by the
  actions of the characters, not through the author or narrator telling us what is happening. If you like, this is an ancient argument against voice-over. I could begin a story with the words,
  Paul was a very greedy little boy, or I could begin with a scene where Paul steals sweets from his sister. Paul is the actor performing this action, and we learn more
  about his character from this scene than from the simple narration. Of course, when Aristotle was writing there were no such things as novels or mass-market paperbacks. People watched fiction being
  performed. But the structures of stories have not changed very much in the last 2,000 years, and it was just as easy for a lazy playwright to have a narrator tell the audience that a character is
  jealous or mean as it is for us now to chuck in an abstract word and think that we are done with that bit of characterisation. Note, though, the way that show, dont tell
  relates mainly to characterisation. Sometimes in fiction it makes more sense to tell something rather than show it, otherwise youd end up showing everything and lose all sense of
  unity.44


  PITY AND FEAR


  Every good plot contains what the Greeks called pathos: where the audience experiences the suffering of the characters in some way, and identifies with it. Think about
  this, and test it out on stories youre familiar with. Youll find  perhaps to your surprise  that narrative is all about suffering. Our three examples are full of it:
  Woodys jealousy; Buzzs identity crisis; Oedipuss horrible recognition; the Bixleys terrible mealtimes. Everyone in these stories is suffering almost all the time.
  Aristotle says that we enjoy seeing fictional characters suffer. Indeed, we have to feel pity and fear (the Greek words are eleos and phobos) in order for a story to
  be interesting to us, and for us to feel involved with it. Pity is when we feel sorry for someone who does not deserve their misfortune. Fear is when we think that something similar
  could happen to us. We will feel pity and fear to some extent during both tragedy and comedy; in fact, you could summarise most classic comedy plots as lots of suffering and then a
  wedding. With tragedy the suffering comes later.


  In the next chapter well be looking in more detail at tragedy. But for now we can learn from Aristotle how to begin plotting the kind of story that people want to read, and that, through
  its mode of imitation, will give them pleasure. Later we will look at forms of narrative that deliberately withhold this kind of pleasure, and wonder whether they work as well as Aristotelian plots
  do. In the meantime its worth considering just how many Aristotelian plots there are in the world around you: in advertising, sport, on packaging, as well as in books and films. Look
  particularly for stories that tend to be about one thing (the unified action), driven by cause and effect, and which take an agent from good to bad fortune or the reverse. Next time you watch a
  film, try to break down the three-act structure as well. Youll often find narratives that include more than one story, each with its three acts, especially long novels like Anna
  Karenina or Great Expectations. Part of the skill of good novelists is in this kind of multiple-plotting.


  And remember when you are writing that while most successful writers use (consciously or unconsciously) all the techniques Aristotle describes, the greatest writers do it so that there is no
  sense of formula. Great stories never have stereotypical characters doing predictable things. Instead, youll find complex characters struggling with life in all sorts of ways and undergoing
  sometimes very subtle changes of fortune. Youll find humour, too, usually, innovative language and all sorts of other things. So its not enough to follow Aristotles rules with
  any old characters and any old actions in any old language. But using his suggestions will make your plots enjoyable, and they will also help you focus on your themes.


  
    
      *

    

  


  Lets look now at two Marilyn Monroe films and consider the extent to which they have Aristotelian structures. Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1953) is a quirky
  romantic comedy in which Lorelei Lee, a loveable blonde showgirl, sets out to find true happiness by getting a rich man to give her diamonds. Although our cultural conventions may make us
  disapprove of this as an aim in life (and surely we know that the love interest in a romantic comedy should ultimately be the man and not the diamonds), we nevertheless recognise an element of
  satire here, which makes the aim more interesting. Havent so many romantic comedies in the past been about women securing rich men, after all? And is it really more shallow for a woman to
  want a rich man than it is for men to want a pretty girl? The whole film is somehow about the management of economies, particularly economies in relationships, where wealth may be traded for
  beauty. Somehow, we sense these themes, and we admire Lorelei despite her materialism. We also approve of her honesty  she never pretends to be something she is not  and we therefore
  want her to succeed. At the beginning of the film she becomes engaged to a rich but weak man, Gus Esmond Jr, who has planned a romantic trip to Paris for the two of them. His father, Gus Esmond Sr,
  disapproves of the relationship, however, and so Lorelei makes the trip to Paris with her friend Dorothy Shaw, a more down-to-earth showgirl who wants to marry for love, not money. Gus Esmond Sr
  has sent a private detective, Ernie Malone, to travel on the same boat to Paris and see what Lorelei gets up to. On the boat, Lorelei soon meets Lord Beekman, aka Piggy, an elderly,
  married, diamond-mine owner. A table probably best shows what happens next so that we can examine it, although the table will make a lot more sense if you can see the film first. If you watch the
  film, youll see just how intricately it is constructed in order that these three acts can work together coherently. Lets look again at Aristotles summary of many of the
  elements a good plot should contain:


  
    
      Tragedy is an imitation of an action that is admirable, complete and possesses magnitude; in language made pleasurable [. . .]
      performed by actors, not through narration; effecting through pity and fear the purification of such emotions.45

    

  


  
    [image: ]

  


  Here we see that this is a plausible fiction (an imitation) with one action at the centre of it: Lorelei wants to be secure, and for her, security is based on wealth. She must
  marry a rich man, or at least convince one to give her diamonds. Note that although this is the main action in the narrative, and the structure of the whole is based around her becoming engaged to
  Gus, losing him (because she is tempted by what seem to be greater riches) and finally marrying him, we have secondary characters whose actions support those of Lorelei. Dorothy wants to help
  Lorelei, but she also wants to marry for love. Ernie wants to do the right thing, which involves betraying Lorelei, but he also wants to marry Dorothy. There are many conflicts in the plot, which
  lead to drama. As we can see from the table above, the plot is neatly constructed, with a clear beginning, middle and end. The problem posed at the beginning (how can Lorelei marry Gus?) is the one
  solved at the end. Secondary problems are structured in a similar way. All characters are in crisis at the end of the second act. In trying to get what they want, they have actually succeeded in
  losing it. Their fortunes are always changing, and at this point it looks as if things have got worse for everyone. The determinate structure of the plot means, however, that things will change
  again, for the better, in Act 3. It is because of Loreleis unwavering honesty that she ends up in the fix with the tiara, and then also because of this that she ends up meeting Gus
  Sr and convincing him she is the right woman for his son. It is because Ernie and Dorothy have fallen in love that they are able to solve the problem of the tiara. Ernie is set in
  opposition to Lorelei, and will only help her because he believes he is helping Dorothy. There are lots of other crucial little moments of cause-and-effect running through the whole plot, but these
  are the main elements that hold it together. Note that the plot is all the more whole and unified because of Ernies role in it. If a random policeman had solved the mystery of
  what had happened to the tiara the plot would not be as satisfying. There is a good reversal here (well be looking at reversal more closely in the next chapter). Ernie is the one who got
  Lorelei into trouble (with the photographs) and he is now the person who will get her out of it.


  The plot possesses magnitude. It does not begin with the births of Dorothy and Lorelei in Little Rock, show their childhoods, explore the reasons for their different motivations in life, show
  the childhood of Ernie, Piggy in his diamond mines and so on. We also dont see what happens after the couples are married at the end. The plot focuses on one main thing  the missing
  tiara, and how this problem can be resolved  and what is at stake is one clear thing: marriage.


  Because this is not a book (it is adapted from the novel by Anita Loos, but it is simpler to focus on the film here), it should be difficult to talk about pleasurable language. But the film
  certainly has style, and a pleasurable language of its own. Pleasurable language should always highlight themes, or, in Aristotles terms, allow us to examine something so we can understand
  it better. The themes in this film are of course not as complex as themes in a great novel, but they are there. As we have already noted, one of the main thematic questions is about women and
  wealth. How can women obtain wealth in a world where they are expected to be submissive and do domestic work for free? Do younger women have more power because of their charms, and if
  so, should they use this power to accumulate wealth as an insurance for their old age? Its worth remembering that this is a society in which people are expected to use their charms to
  succeed. In Arthur Millers 1949 play Death of a Salesman, protagonist Willy Loman attributes success in business to being well liked. Women, mostly excluded from
  business in 50s America, perhaps have no option other than using what charms they have on the men who can make money from business. If this leads to excessive materialism in women, then what
  does that mean? Youth and beauty and female charms are (often ironically, or satirically) celebrated in the film through its own language: the beautiful costume design
  is a part of this. Loreleis great number towards the end of the film, Diamonds are a Girls Best Friend, uses imagery, metaphor and authentic language to reinforce the
  themes of the whole film. There may come a time / When a hard-boiled employer / Thinks youre awful nice, / But get that ice or else no dice. / Hes your guy / When stocks are
  high, / But beware when they start to descend. / Its then that those louses / Go back to their spouses. / Diamonds are a girls best friend. Here we see the youthful charms of a
  woman being compared with high stocks. The metaphor might be a slight clich, but it certainly emphasises the theme of economy, and allows us to ask questions about the validity of trading
  in what you have at just the right time, if what you have is beauty.


  There is very little narration in this film, and certainly nothing formalised like voice-over. Everything is shown through action and dialogue. It is very useful for writers to examine films, as
  most of them have no narration. No one needs to tell us what Lorelei is like  we see it for ourselves. There is considerable humour in the scene when Lorelei meets Piggy, because we already
  know how she feels about diamonds, and how she is likely to react to a man who owns diamond mines. The fact that Dorothy tries to prevent the meeting only highlights its humorous inevitability.


  Because we admire Lorelei and Dorothy, or at least feel them to be in some way like us, we can feel pity and fear for them. This is not a great tragedy, of course, where there would be more
  intense pity and fear. But we do feel sorry for Loreleis predicament. When she suffers misfortune in the film  for example, becoming stuck in a porthole while trying to escape from
  Ernies cabin  we want her to be OK. We dont desire her to be discovered and humiliated. We have identified with her, and we feel pity for her (mixed with embarrassment and
  humour). Fear is an extension of the identification process. We fear that she will be discovered (and this fear gets mixed up with our own anxiety about being discovered doing something
  embarrassing); we fear that she will be too disgraced to marry Gus (and by extension we fear our own disgrace); we fear that she will be wrongly imprisoned for stealing the tiara (just as we fear
  injustice in our own lives) and so on. Pity and fear let us share the characters suffering, and, according to Aristotle, we get considerable pleasure, and a kind of emotional release
  (catharsis), from this.


  Theres No Business Like Show Business (1954, hereafter known as TNBLSB) also has a part for Marilyn Monroe. She plays another showgirl, Vicky Hoffman
  (later Vicky Parker  a stage name), who goes from cloakroom attendant to megastar over the course of the film. However, her rise is not the focus of the film. The main narrative focuses on
  the Five Donahues, a family vaudeville act made up of Molly, Terence, and their three children: Tim, Steve and Katy. Summarising this film46 is easy but very boring, as one thing happens
  after the other for no clear reason. There is also no point in trying to draw up a three-act table for this narrative. It is a rambling story of the life of a whole family (plus Marilyn Monroe),
  with no central action apart from Tims disappearance halfway through, which is connected to his relationship with Vicky. The problem with this being the central action is that it revolves
  around Tim, who is not an admirable character. It is possible to be drunk and admirable, or at least likeable (look at how we hope that Withnails life will improve in Withnail and
  I, and how much we like Grace Kellys character in High Society once she loosens up and drinks too much champagne), but Tim is neither admirable nor likeable. He is not
  struggling with anything in any way we can understand. As Vicky points out to him, he hasnt even become a performer through hard work and merit, but because of his family. He has no obvious
  qualities as a character apart from his drunkenness, and so we cant identify with him. Vicky also has no discernible features, apart from her ambition. We partly admire this, but wonder why
  she gets mixed up with such an unappealing family. What has Tim got to offer her?


  There is also a clear lack of a determinate structure. Although an argument with his father provides a reason for Tim to disappear, there is no clear reason for him to come back. The plot is
  broadly episodic: one thing happens after another  far too many things  but the events arent strongly connected. Symmetries that should be there simply collapse; Tim has argued
  with his father, but makes up with Vicky, for example. We dont feel for these characters, and it is not clear what is at stake for them, beyond being a happy family. As a result, although
  there is action in the story, the plot itself is very weak and there is very little real drama. It is actually a boring film to watch  try it and see. In contrast, there is no boredom in
  Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. Although both films are thematically light (they are Hollywood musicals, after all), there is, as we have noted, some interesting material in Gentlemen Prefer
  Blondes about economics, and the American concept of trading on personal charm. Theres something to go away and think about afterwards, even if we dont agree with the film in the
  end, or cant apply it to the early twenty-first century very easily. The structure of the film supports its themes. Honesty (and the charming effects of it) is seen to be such an important
  quality that it gives a character licence to be as materialistic as she likes. It is only when Lorelei attempts something deceitful (her deal with Piggy over the tiara) that things go wrong for
  her. But in the end her deceit isnt that serious, and the wrongs can be righted.


  But perhaps what is most interesting and surprising about a comparison between these two films is that the more formulaic film, or the one with a clearer Aristotelian shape,
  Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, is the less predictable. As we will see in the next chapter, Aristotle argues in favour of astonishment, and against predictability. This idea that
  a well-known structure can still be unpredictable is somewhat paradoxical, and this paradox makes it one of the most interesting elements of storytelling. An audience can often only see the shape
  of a narrative once it is complete. You shouldnt be able to predict exactly what is going to happen next in a well-made narrative, even once you know all the rules.


  TNBLSB follows no rules but is nevertheless entirely predictable. We know that Tim and Vicky must end up together, because the only other eligible male in the film is a
  priest, and the only other eligible woman is Tims sister. We also know that if a family is going to have a problem with a son, the most predictable thing will be alcoholism. And we
  know that when anything goes wrong for them, all drunks immediately go off and crash cars. We know that Tim will come back at the end of the film, because its a musical comedy
  and we therefore expect a happy ending. We also know that Molly will forgive Vicky. The success of Gentlemen Prefer Blondes is that we are so caught up in the drama of it that we forget
  that this is a romantic comedy that must resolve with a wedding. Indeed, at various moments it seems impossible that anyone will get married at all. It seems impossible that Lorelei will get the
  tiara, then impossible that she will lose it, then impossible that it will be recovered. TNBLSB was a flop, both critically and commercially, while Gentlemen Prefer Blondes was a
  critical and commercial success.


  Films wear their plots more obviously than novels do, which is why they are so good for introducing these principles, but the same things can go wrong in novels as in films. Most good literary
  novels, however subtle and unconventional, will have characters we can invest in, a sense of unity and focus, and clear narrative and thematic questions  as well as most of the other basic
  features Aristotle identifies in the Poetics. In fact, the great classic novels all work in this way, despite all being so different.
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