THEMOLECULAR STRUCTURE OF STORY
By Ela Thier, 2006

| once came upon a definition of happiness that | jotted down and hung up in my office:
"Happinessis the overcoming of obstacles towards a desired goal."

This explains why welove stories so much. Fictiond characters are those guys out there
who are overcoming obstacles towards a desired goal.

Think about the most joyful and meaningful experiences of your life. Sttingon the beach for
hours on end? Eatingice cream? Relaxingon the couch and watching TV? | doubt you can
remember even five minutes of any of those activities, beyond the fact that you were engaged
inthem.

The experiences in our livesthat we remember and treasure, that define who we are, arethose
moments in which we strugdled until we accomplished somethingthat we had set our minds
to. Learningto tieyour shoes, figuring out how to read, winningyour first kiss, getting
accepted to acollege, havingthat talk with your dad that you never though you'd be able to
have, findly telling someone how you feel about them, gettingayéellow belt inthat karate
class, inventing some M acGy ver-like contrgption that solved a problem, makingafilm. The
experience of settingyour mind on accomplishing something, and then strugging until you
achieved it, no matter how difficult, is the experience of truejoy.

A consumerist society is invested in making us believe that comfort and convenience arethe
root of al happiness: the fast food, the remote controls, the newest and latest feature in our
screenwriting software. (Has that stuff ever made writing screenplay s easier...?) It'saculture
that drives us towards couch-potatodom while selling us ripped jeans and scratched up
quitars (evidently the ones with the scratched-up finish cost more) so that we can at least
have the appearance of living active and vitd lives while werelayingthere being
convenienced.

Becausewelivein asociety that is bent on seeingus atrophy, weyearn to watch someone
strugge until they achieve. That story, the strugde to achieve something, resonates with all
of us because we know that that's the stuff thetruly rich lifeis made of.

For thisreason, asit turnsout, all stories arethe story about the struggeto achieve
something.

Thisiswhy you should jot this quote down and put it up on your desk where you can easily
seeit. Now let's replace the word "happiness” with theword "story:"



STORY IS THE OVERCOMING OF OBSTACLES TOWARDS A DESIRED GOAL.

Know that by heart. Next timeyou write ascript whereyour character pontificates about the
meaning of life, or theills of society, or God knows what, shut them up, gve them agoa, and
send them off on an obstacle course so we can seethem try to achieveit. By theway, the
audience doesn't so much careif your character achieves the god. They just want to seean
honest strugge. It's dl inthe strugde.

Every singepageinyour script that does not involve the strugge towards agod, is, for lack
of agentler word: down right boring.

All scenes that work have a specific god and obstacles. Every script, every Act, every
sequence, every scene, every beat involves the overcoming of obstacles towards a desired goal.
This can be super obvious, like Spiderman saving his grifriend as she hangs by athread from a
tower, or super subtle, like Bill M urry and Scarlett Johansson in Lost In Translation, sitting
there next to each other, wantingto be close and not knowing how. She puts her head on his
shoulder, and they sit there... how do we be close...? Goa? Absolutely. They'relonely as
hel, they want to be close. Obstacles? Up the wazoo: they're both married. To someone else.
They're adecade or two apart. They haveto figure out how to have a satisfying connection
without resortingto sex. Super subtle. Super powerful. There must beagoal. There must be
obstacles. Or dseit's boring.

It's important to notethe difference between conflict (goals + obstacles) and unfortunate
events. Unfortunate events are not conflict. They are not obstacles, unless there's agod that
they directly impede. People often make the mistake of pilingon some unfortunate events
upon their character, thinkingthat's drama. That's not drama. That too is boring.

For example:
A quy's house burns down. That's an unfortunate event. That's not conflict. Thereis no goa
and obstacles. Your audience is bored. They've seen fire before. Even bigfire.

A quy istryingto ensure the surviva of his 3-year-old child - in the midst of a burning house.
That'sagod. That's an obstacle. Now we care that the house is on fire because it's makingthe
whole keeping-the-kid-alive thing alot more complicated.

A woman gets splattered with mud by aspeeding car as she walks down the street. That's
unfortunate. But wedon't care. If there's no god, we simply don't carewhat happens. Were
not invested.

A woman is on her way to interview for her dream job: the gg she's been waiting for and
working towards dl her life. As she approaches the building, a car drives by and she's
splattered with mud head to toe. That's conflict. Therésagod: to get the job. There are
obstacles: she now looks like a character from Night of the Living Dead.



Now let’sraisethe stakes and see wha hagppens: A woman must get ajob in order to free
hersdf from aviolent and abusive husband on whom she’ sfinancialy dependent. As she
crosses the street towards her much-awaited interview, wearing the only suit she owns, a car
whizzes by and splatters her with mud. Boy would that upset us!

Sakes are animportant part of story fabric. They’re part of this molecule we call conflict.

It's dso important to notethat the main character in your script will have one singe, ultimate
godl. | strongy advisewritersthat until you've written at lesst five scripts, you make this
goal avery specific, externa goa that will either be met or not met. Whether your character
meets the god should be asimpleyes or no question.

Bring Olive to the beauty pageant on time (Little M iss Sunshine)

Save the world from the Green Goblin (Spiderman)

Get your dad to tdl you the truth (Big Fish)

Get your share of your father’sinheritance (Rainman)

Prepare and host a Thankgving meal for your estranged family (Pieces of April)
Find and kill your wife skiller (M emento)

Goals to avoid:
Peace of mind.
Sdf-respect.
Dad's gpproval.
To be saved.

Whether or not thegod is met a the end should be measurable: you want to be ableto answer
it withayesor ano. He gets the grl or he doesn't get the grl. Hekills the goblin or he doesn't.
Period. Getting sdf-respect...? We have no way to measuretha. Not dl films havea
specific, measurable goal, but most of them do. Until you've written five scripts, | strongy
suggest committingto one, external, tangible, measurable goal. Incidentaly, I'm willingto bet
that onceyou've written five of those, you won't want to go back to the fuzzy, blurry gods
because those are not only harder to write and harder to read, they 're dso less profound
because y ou're missing out on thejoy of metgphors which is what the medium of story-telling
through pictures and actions is best designed for.

OK. So your character has one ultimate, tangble god. This god, incidentally, may change as
the plot unfolds. It may even get dropped dtogether at the moment of truth, in that final
batle when your character dukesit out with her ultimate opponent and has that sudden
epiphany where sherealizes that her goa was abigmistake and changes her goal 180 degrees.
But at any gventime, thereis aways one, identifiable and tangble goa that servesasthe
foundation of your entire story.



Since, in this particular medium, your character has only 90-120 minutes to achieve this god,
only 20,000 words to make the most important decision of her life as she undergoes astrugge
of epic proportions, she needsto be entirely myopic about it. Shewill spend every sequence,
every scene, every beat, with her eyes ontheprize.

No meandering scenes where he's hangng out with friends and shooting the breeze, discussing
the meaning of life. Unless, of course, he's pretendingto shoot the breezein order to get in
with Ziggy who knows the password for the secret club. He'll then pose a veneer of shooting
the breeze but we'lll know that he's redly after that password.

Or perhapsit's astory about adude so shy and socially inept, that shootingthe breezeis a
major feat for him and one he must take onif he ever wants to take Jennifer to the prom. In
this case, well see him try to shoot the breeze as the obstacles pile up: he's shy, scared, his
mouth isdry, too timid to interrupt, the other guys are loud motor-mouths, he can't get a
word in, they veer into discussing favorite teams and he doesn't even know what sport they're
talking about, he has atoothache but triesto hideit so he doesn't look like asissy, he has
redly bad gas, his mother shows up with his lunch box, the possible obstacles are endless. In
this example, "shooting the breeze" is the overcoming of obstacles towards a desired goal.

Every scene will end when your character either achieves or doesn't achieve her godl.

In every script, a any gven time, there will dway s be one overriding, ultimate god that will
create and inform all the shorter-range gods that will inhabit each sequence, scene and besat.

This experience: the overcoming of obstacles towards a desire goal, is the molecule of which
stories are made of .

What goal canyou set for yourself thisyear, this month, thisweek, today, that will offer you
achanceto strugde, to try, to be scared, to do it anyway, tofail, to fdl, to get up and try
agan...? A karate class? A cooking class? A trip to alanguage school in M exico? A tak with
your dad? Tellingyour sister you love her? Ten minutes of writing each day ?

Let fictiona characters model for you what agood life, well lived, is about: the overcoming of
obstacles towards adesired god.

In my writing classes, | ask my students to set their long-term and short-term writing gods.
You start with your long-term gods because those are your compass. They keep you moving
ontheright trgectory. You then set your short-term goas so the long-term plans don't
become pipe-dreams. Short-term goal's map out the concrete steps forward. Luckily, you have
more than 90 minutes to accomplish your goals, you have alife-time. Thisgvesyou thetime,
unlike your fictional characters, to have lots of goals, not just one. It aso gves you sometime
to relax, and heck, may be even shoot the breeze:



YOURWRITING GOALS:

For al time:
In 20 years:
In5years:
Inayear:
This month:
This week:
Today:

Remember that your goals may change. That's OK. But at any given time, you should know
what they are.

Word of caution: do not show these gods to any one who may cast judgement, say something
sarcastic and dismissive about it, make fun, offer opinions or “ hepful” advice, and al the rest
of it. If you shareit with anyone at dl, it’ [l be someone who will offer you nothing other than
an encouragng word and share their own goals in return.
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