 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Lesson #3 - Character Driven Plot or Plot Driven Character?

Peter Dunne, in EMOTIONAL STRUCTURE, CREATING THE STORY BENEATH THE PLOT, says the plot and the story – the event and the character – are inextricably bound.  Each drives the other at one point or another.  The reason it is important to understand this is because you – the writer – are in charge of deciding who and what does the pushing and pulling.

As you do this, Dunne says, you must also maintain a balance in your book.  You can’t allow one part to so completely dominate the other that you risk your reader forgetting about either one at any time.  At all times you should be aware of the tug-of-war between the external challenges and the internal turmoil in which your protagonist is engaged.  One feeds the other.  One, you could say, creates the other.  An action creates a reaction.  When this synergy isn’t working in your book, the unfolding events will lose their unique power and any potential for a cumulative emotional effect.  The book will feel “episodic” and random as if you were writing it with no aim in mind.  First this happens, then that happens, then this happens.  You pile up scenes and sequels, but your reader isn’t becoming engaged.  Instead, what you have to create is a manuscript in which every scene exists only because of what happened in the scene before it.  One scene gives birth to the next, even if the scene involves a different set of characters in a different location.  This is because the second scene’s genesis is found in the emotional content of the first scene, and then builds on that.

In my first book, CINDERELLA GIRL (now retitled A CINDERELLA STORY), my editor told me the story was episodic.  She helped me see that by strengthening my theme and internal conflict and tying them together, I could make the book better and less episodic.  And it was amazing to me how little changes made huge differences.

Your manuscript must always be building emotions.
The reasons for this are critical, Dunne tells us.  As the first scene’s set of emotions gives rise to the second scene’s set, the reader rides with them.  Your goal in doing this is to have them make a visceral connection between scenes, not an intellectual one.  As they follow the plot they will intuitively relate to the deeper meaning in your story.  And the meaning of your story, that is to say the whole reason you are writing this in the first place, is always found in the emotional architecture of your book, not in the action plot structure.


The plot should be thought of as the


motion picture (the action)


The story should be thought of as the


emotion picture (the reaction)

Dunne emphasizes that it’s really difficult to create a plot that forces your protagonist(s) to consider more than just physical reactions and physical changes.  You must create a plot that forces him to face making internal changes.  These will be much harder changes for him to make.  No one likes to change who he is, or rather who he has become, which is frequently not the person he started out wanting to be. [Pat’s note: when I read that it gave me the chills, because it is so true!]
Dunne goes on to say that this kind of change comes at a very dear price and most heroes are not willing to pay that price without a fight.  So you’ve got to make those fights really tough for him.  After being beaten down a few times, he will consider facing the internal changes you put in front of him (or her), presented to him usually by his mentor or co-protagonist.  He will change begrudgingly at first, not fully convinced it’s the right thing to do.  This process of changing on the inside is referred to as his story “arc.” [We all knew that. (]
Change is inevitable.  Growth is optional.
Why change your hero/heroine on the inside?  You want your hero to be a different person – a better person – by the end of the book.  His growth is what makes his effort heroic.  And, practically speaking, your reader will be disappointed if they don’t see that change in him.  Seeing the change tells your reader the time they spent reading was worth it.  And it lets them know that if your protagonist can rise above trouble and come out a better person, maybe they can, too.

Think of heroes who have done this in books and films.  Dunne gives these examples from movies: the young Che’s enlightenment in Motorcycle Diaries, Bogart’s reversal in Casablanca, Michael Douglas’s maturation in Wonder Boys, Huge Grant accepting responsibility in About a Boy, and even Tom Cruise’s redemption in Jerry Maguire.

He says if reestablishing his career as a sports agent were the only thing Jerry Maguire had to worry about, we would have been watching a very dull and unsatisfactory film.  His real challenge came when he was forced to choose between success in business and success in love.  He had to risk becoming a better human being in a business that viewed such a thing as a weakness.  From that point forward, the film took on new meaning.  His efforts became more courageous in a different and unexpected way, and the story became more important to the audience than the plot.  Suddenly it didn’t matter if he got rich; it only mattered if he got the girl.

The victory is in the plot, but the happy ending is in the story.
Viewed in this light, Dunne says, the struggle you create for your protagonist is double-edged.  You give him a problem that threatens his way of life if not his life, and you offer him a solution that exposes his secrets if not his soul.  Hidden in the problem are the keys to his past.  Hidden in the solution are the keys to his future. [Pat says, wow, this is something I knew somewhere, but seeing it spelled out like this is a real eye-opener and I’ll bet it is for you, too!]
As your book progresses, the actions in the plot and the discoveries in the story as a reaction to the plot are interwoven at all times.  Don’t let them wander on their own.  Dunne says when he structures his scripts, he thinks of the plot and the story as not just traveling side-by-side, but rather braided, as one would braid strands of string into a stronger cord.

Everything comes with strings attached
We know that everything in life comes with strings attached.  Make this one of your Golden Rules: each time you introduce a new element or a bit of new information or a new character into your protagonist’s life, make sure it comes with strings attached to some little thing you can reveal later. [Pat again: Don’t know about you, but every word out of Dunne’s mouth is a gem I want to print and hang over my monitor.]
Sometimes it just has to be a thin thread, but it should make life complicated for him by raising the dramatic impact of the introduction of new characters and the information that comes with them, as if there were a clue hidden nearby.

A few years ago I read THE FRIDAY NIGHT KNITTING CLUB by Kate Jacobs.  It’s a New York Times bestseller I picked up at a bookstore in Vancouver.  This particular bookstore, a Chapters branch, had a large display table up front with a sign saying “Women’s Fiction.”  I was thrilled to see my favorite genre (some people think Women’s Fiction is a subgenre of Romance, but I think Romance is a subgenre of Women’s Fiction!  LOL) so beautifully and prominently displayed so I was predisposed to buy something, even though I didn’t need another book to read on vacation and hated having to cram something else into my suitcase.  But I digress . . .

The book is not perfectly written.  In fact, the author head hops to a point I wanted to smack her at times (it’s hard to turn off my inner writing teacher) and she commits what I consider to be an unpardonable sin – she allows some of the most important action to happen off stage and then tells you about it afterward.  BUT – and this is a huge BUT – her storytelling skills and characterization are remarkable, so I forgave these irritating and distracting traits of hers and kept reading.

So when I read this section of Dunne’s on strings, I immediately thought of Jacobs’ book.  About midway through the book she introduces a new character, a socialite named Cat, and very soon you realize there’s a lot of backstory connected to Cat as well as a whole bunch of strings.  It takes awhile before you find out everything you need to know, but the waiting and wondering are so skillfully woven into the story, that you really don’t mind.  In fact, the waiting increases the tension.

THE FRIDAY NIGHT KNITTING CLUB is a really worthwhile read.  I highly recommend it, especially to all of you, because you’re all knowledgeable enough about writing to identify its weaknesses yet enjoy its many strengths.  Besides, it’s a story about female friendships, and it’s filled with warmth and heart.  Enough said.

Dunne says adding strings puts your protagonist in a world where nothing is as simple as it seems.  This keeps him on his toes and it keeps the reader on their toes, too.

Stylistically, Dunne says, strings also have the effect of connecting everything and every person to something unknown.  The unknown can act as your undercurrent.  We all live with a lot of unknowns: we all know what it’s like waiting for the other shoe to drop [because of course, it will, it’s only a matter of when!].

Connecting people and information in your book is essential.  If an event or character can be yanked from your manuscript without tearing the fabric of plot or story, then it deserves to be yanked.  If you see this in your outline or manuscript, yank immediately.  Don’t wait.  The sooner you clear your plot and story of clutter, the better.  The longer you wait to do it, the harder it will be to do.

Yes, side trips can be taken occasionally – especially in longer novels – but in the end we still have a finite number of pages.  The sad reality today is that publishers all want to save money wherever possible because they can’t keep raising the price of books to cover rising publishing/printing costs – not if they want readers to keep buying.  So the days of the 700 page novel are quickly disappearing.  And in category romance, of which I’ve sold and written 41) the length has decreased dramatically.  When I first sold, I wrote Special Editions that were 320 ms. Pages in length – up to 80,000 words was acceptable.  Now a Special Edition can be no longer than 60,000 words.  That’s a huge difference and has made an even bigger difference in the kind of story I can tell (fewer strings, fewer characters, etc.).
Your storytelling should be complex, but it should never be confusing.
Make this distinction, Dunne tells us, in thinking and in writing: complex and complicated are not the same things.  Complex will keep your readers thinking.  Complicated will simply piss them off [his language, not mine, but it made me LOL!].  If you’re going to make anyone’s life complicated, make sure it’s your hero’s, not your reader’s.  Clarity, brevity, and elegance are your tools.  No unnecessary dialog, no unnecessary scenes, and no b.s.  Especially no b.s.

There is never a legitimate reason to lie to your reader.  If you state something as fact, then it is a fact.  If you say your hero, an undercover cop, is a sober alcoholic then you cannot allow him to drink in a scene in order to fit in better while he’s infiltrating the mob.  Make not drinking another one of his problems if you like, but don’t cheat it.

Dunne tells this story: An infamous case of lying to the audience occurred on the CBS television drama Dallas.  Born out of greed, the network and its partner, Lorimar Productions, decided to bring back the character of Bobby Ewing from death hoping to lift their Nielsen ratings.  This is always a problem on television.  There is no easy way to raise someone from the grave, but Lorimar’s choice was especially amateurish and disdainful.  Having led their faithful audience through an entire thirty-episode season built around the aftermath of Bobby’s death, the producers added one final scene to the last episode of the season.  They chose to have Bobby’s widow awake in the morning, go to the shower where she finds Bobby showering (what?!) And tell him that she had the damnedest nightmare.  She dreamt Bobby was dead!

CBS and Lorimar tossed out the entire season’s story, a story they asked their audience to believe each week, as something that never really happened.  They knew the audience would be upset, but they also believed the audience was dumb enough to come back and watch next season, anyway.  And they were right.  The audience came back.  That justified their decision as far as they were concerned.  But the rest of the world saw it for what it was.  CBS and Lorimar made a shamelessly lazy and condescending decision based on quarterly reports rather than quality programming.  This caused the show not to be remembered as one of the most successful primetime soap operas ever to air, but instead as a laughing stock.

HOMEWORK:  

1) How does your plot force your protagonist(s) to make internal changes?  What are those changes?  Describe his/her character arc.

2) What strings have you attached to your characters?  How do they make your plot and story more complex?

COMING NEXT: Lesson #4 - Character and Conscience, Part I
SOURCE MATERIAL: EMOTIONAL STRUCTURE, CREATING THE STORY BENEATH THE PLOT – a Guide for Screenwriters, by Peter Dunne.  Quill Driver Books, ISBN 1-884956-53-X.
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