 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Lesson #8 - The Three Act Structure
I’ve known about the three-act structure forever.  All successful plays and movie scripts are written using this structure.  It’s talked about in countless books about screen writing, a half dozen of which I own.  But the best explanation and the easiest one to understand is found in Peter Dunne’s EMOTIONAL STRUCTURE, CREATING THE STORY BENEATH THE PLOT.  In his chapter about the three-act structure, he tells screen writers that as they begin to develop their script, it will be necessary to envision the story in three parts: beginning, middle, and end.  The same advice applies to your novel.  Even “pantsers” need to have some rough idea of how they will begin and how they will end, and they’d better have some idea of what they’re going to put in the middle, as well.  Trust me, they don’t call it “sagging middle” for nothing.

From now on, when I’m quoting Dunne, I will (try to remember to) substitute the word “writers” every time he says “screen writers.” <g>

Dunne says many writers resist the idea of structure and fear it will turn their artistic endeavor into something mechanical and inflexible.  He says this is giving structure a bad rap, and I agree.  He says organizing your artistic effort only makes it better.

He advises thinking of your story as a wide-angle view of your concept from start to finish before you write it.  Why can’t we novel writers think of our stories the same way?  Imagine your book as a movie, a film in your head, not in great detail, but in sweeping strokes that tell you what your beginning, middle, and end is going to be like.  Dunne says a good analogy to a screenplay outline is the painter’s sketch.  If you’ve had any experience in painting, you know you want to develop your composition with a series of sketches first.  That way you see all your options, and you can figure out what you like best before you commit it to oils on a large canvas.

Writers do the same thing, Dunne tells us.  The purpose of sketching your idea out is to see all the options available to you and to develop a sense of what your story “feels” like.  He continues his analogy by telling us that if we were sitting down to do our painting, we would not start in one corner and complete the painting in that corner, then move to another corner, and so on until we’d filled the entire canvas.  No, we would sketch out the whole vision in pencil on the canvas first.  Then we’d work with paints on the entire canvas at one time, not just one corner at a time.  By doing this, we’d maintain our vision and could see how everything was connected with the use of colors and shapes and themes.  The work is cohesive.

This is true of our novels, as well.

NOTE: Some of what follows will seem as if I’m talking down to you because it was prepared for a class in which we had some rank beginners who were totally clueless about everything.  I haven’t changed anything so skip what you already know.

Overall length
The first order of business is deciding how long your novel needs to be to fit the genre or sub-genre you’re aiming for.  If you’re writing a category romance, you know the different lines have very strict guidelines to follow, but those guidelines change constantly, especially nowadays when paper and printing costs are so expensive.  When I started out, Special Editions needed to be between 300 and 320 ms. pages.  Now my editor wants approximately 250-260 ms. pages.  That’s a big difference.

With single titles, most houses want less than 500 pages to keep the cost down.  In fact, most mass market paperback publishers prefer that you keep your manuscript to approximately 400 pages, because readers balk at having to pay more than $7.00 for a paperback.  And I don’t want to hear about so and so and how their book is more than 500 pages long, because if so and so sold that book, they either already have a readership that will buy it no matter the length, or the novel was so exceptional, the publishing house didn’t care.  What we’re talking about here is the average.

So let’s use 400 pages as our example.  Roughly, the first 60 pages will be devoted to your beginning.  And the last 40 to 50 pages will be devoted to your ending.  That means the middle is going to be in the neighborhood of 300 pages long.  See why you should have some idea of what’s going to happen in the middle?  It’s the major portion of your book.  

Act One – The Beginning
The function of the beginning of your book is to set up your story.  It establishes the five W’s: (who) you introduce all of your main characters, (when and where) you orient the reader as to time and place, (what) you give them a sense of what the book is about – its theme, its premise, the protagonist’s problem(s) (why) goals, motivation.  The first chapter, especially, must be gripping and completely engaging.  Nowadays most readers want to be grabbed on the first page.  Very few of them have the patience to read on if the first page is boring.  That doesn’t mean you have to kill someone in the first paragraph – it simply means the writing must be intriguing enough to make the reader read on.

Dunne tells us that’s a lot to accomplish in the beginning, and even though he’s addressing screen writers, I agree.  That’s why we can’t afford to meander and/or squander any of our valuable pages on scenes that have no purpose.  Planning your beginning to accommodate everything that needs to be there will make writing that beginning a heck of a lot easier.

HOWEVER (Pat speaking here), that also doesn’t mean you can’t do openings that first establish a mood.  Colleen Thompson is a perfect example of this.  Colleen, for those who don’t know her or her work, writes romantic suspense (she used to write historical romance, but that’s another story).  She has a pretty standard way of starting her novels now.  She creates a mood using setting, sometimes in point of view of her antagonist/killer, sometimes in omniscient point of view where the wide angle lens of her point of view camera shows us a body or some other sinister/creepy object.

Here’s the beginning of Chapter One from her novel TRIPLE EXPOSURE.
-------------------------------------------------
The inky blackness spawned light, as it did so often on the high desert plain outside of tiny Marfa, Texas. 

Ghost lights, mystery lights — the local population claimed they’d been there since the native people roamed the land. Some supposed they were the spectral campfires of long-vanished tribes. Another contingent subscribed to the alien spacecraft theory, while still others wove explanations from the strands of science — from weather phenomena to refracted, distant headlights to jackrabbits dusted with naturally-occurring phosphorescence. Because no one could say for certain, the mystery had for decades drawn the curious, the eccentric, even the mad, and this particular night was no exception. 

The telescope brought it in closer: a glowing greenish glob that first hovered and then bobbed along the dark horizon. As a great owl hooted nearby, the light seemed to trace the foothills shielding the Chinati Mountains, themselves obscured beneath the velvet cloak of night.

Green shifted into purple and then brightened to white before the glob split into twin orbs. Split, like the observer’s attention, diverted by word of a troubling new arrival. A disturbing new spark that burned into awareness, smoldering like an ember on a woolen rug.

A threat to be extinguished quickly, before the smoke burst into a wild blaze, consuming everything held dear. A threat that could be beaten out or drowned or smothered. The method didn’t matter, as long as it — as long as she — was killed.

In the shadow of the mountains, one of the two lights winked out while the other grew and strengthened. The observer breathed more quickly, taking this as confirmation.

The Spirit Guides had sent a message, one that could not be ignored.

----------------------------------------
This kind of opening works very well because it is in harmony with her writing style and the story itself.  But you’ll notice she also doesn’t overdo it.  We’re talking just a couple of paragraphs, usually.  She knows she can indulge herself in this way (she likes this kind of writing and does it extremely well) but she also has to cut to the chase pretty fast so that her readers won’t get impatient.

The same thing applies when I tell you to set the stage by showing us some of your character’s ordinary world before the inciting incident.  We don’t want pages and pages of mundane details about the character’s house, day, week before we get to the action.  We’re talking a few pages at the most.

Okay, moving on with Dunne.

Act Two - The Middle
Dunne tells us that Act Two is the center and centerpiece of the script.  He says it’s the guts of the film.  Both statements are true of novels, as well.  This is where the theme is developed, through the personal journey of your protagonist as he changes and grows in order to defeat the antagonist in the climax.

Dunne constantly uses the example of the film Witness and here he uses it again.  He says the middle is the story of Book and Rachel trying to figure out each other while the world spins around them.  I smiled when I read that because that’s exactly what happens.  Every single scene relates to this quest.  Dunne says this is the part of the movie everyone will remember because this is the part everyone can relate to (the story, not the plot).  Not many of us have been trying to find a killer.  But most everyone has tried to figure out his life or fallen in love.  Maybe not under fire, but it’s still falling in love. Dunne says the second act is the most important part of the film.  He says the first and third acts can still succeed even if they’re flawed, but the second act cannot.  Your book will fail if the middle fails.

The reason the middle is longer than the other two parts combined is because it has many more jobs to do.  It’s an enormous undertaking.  That’s why a well thought-out outline for this act is essential.

In the crucial middle, the risks and dangers (conflict) you threaten your hero with continues to escalate.  Page after page the odds become greater and the defeats more profound.  Simultaneously you explore each character’s emotional reactions to the events and the deepening complexity in their relationship the exposed emotions create.  Dunne says the protagonist starts Act Two fully resistant to any change.  You’ve given him a big problem in the beginning and all he wants to do now is to solve it and go home, back to his regular, ordinary life.  But you have a few things in mind for him first.  He will go through defeat and fear, he will re-examine his life, he will lose faith, he will find faith, he will become willing to change, he will commit to things he’s never committed to before, he might almost die, he will almost give up, but in the end, he will stay the course and fight the good fight.  At the end of Act Two, he will be standing on the precipice facing a life and death situation (maybe not literally, but his quest will have turned bitter and grim).

Dunne says the middle is absolutely the most difficult part of your story to write, not just because it’s longer, but because it’s so complex.  It’s very easy to get lost.  Without a solid emotional structure going into this part, your book will fall apart.

Pat says, I so agree.

Act Three - The ending
This is where your protagonist faces his greatest challenge.  He engages in the fight of his life and for his life.  Dunne says it could be with swords on a pirate ship or with words of love so difficult to speak, spoken for the first time.  Every great battle is different, and every great battle produces greatness.  You’ll want to make your hero’s battle both profound and beautiful.  His victory signals the finale to the physical plot victory.  His display of courage is something he never could have done before this journey.  The battle has been won and the antagonist you introduced earlier, in the beginning, has been defeated.

Dunne says now that the plot is ended, you must end your story. ; It’s here, in the final few pages of the book, that you will have your resolution.  Your protagonist will face the other battle and resolve it – the battle going on inside his heart and soul.  The resolution is reflective, a taking in of the experiences with some perspective and imagining the new life he or she is about to lead from this point on.

Will they stay together, as hero and heroine do in romances?  Or will they find it impossible to stay together, as Book and Rachel do in the story Witness?  When the kidnapped child is found dead, will the marriage of the parents survive?  Or will they separate because staying together is too painful?
Your ending should open up your protagonist and co-protagonist’s lives to all the possibilities ahead of them that had been denied earlier.  It’s up to you to resolve their stories in ways you feel are the most honest and moving.  The ending reiterates your point and your faith in your characters and your readers.  If you do all these things, the ending will be completely satisfying to the reader.  And it will deliver on the promise you made to the reader in the beginning.

Final Note: Some time back I had a long conversation with Marilyn Amann, who has written as Amanda Stevens for Mira and for Harlequin Intrigue.  She has been writing a long time, one of Harlequin’s most prolific and popular authors.  Marilyn is also one of the finest writers I know.  I was telling her that I’ve gotten hooked on books about screen writing and before I could even tell her why, she interrupted and said, “Me, too!”  She went on to say that she didn’t know anything about the three-act structure, even though she’d always loved films and “saw” her novels visually, as a film running in her head.  She also said now that she’s learned the three-act structure, she has used it to plot her most recent two books for Mira and it’s made an enormous difference, especially in emotional intensity and emotional structure.  We talked a long time about the different techniques and how terrific they were in plotting and how it made plotting so much easier.

HOMEWORK: See if you can apply the three-act structure to your novel.  Share with the group when you’re finished.

COMING NEXT: Lesson #9 - Epilogues
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