
Smudgy Notebook: Inky Pen 

Story Structure 
 

“An artist’s job is to captivate you for however long we’ve asked for your attention.” 

The West Wing, season 3, episode 17 

 

READ FIRST! POTENTIAL DROWNING HAZARD! 

Warning 1: I hope beyond hope that you never think about the stuff in this handout before or 

during whatever process you employ when you’re writing (note the word “writing,” not 

“revising”). I’m serious. If you stop reading now you might be better off, because this stuff can 

cripple you. This is what could happen: You’ll see a woman on the bus dressed flamboyantly 

with a dog in her lap (the dog is also dressed flamboyantly), and she’s reading a book with an 

intriguing title, like “Blood Splatter Plots: A Medical Examiner’s Guide.” Holy crap! you think 

as you pull out a notebook to capture every detail of her before she gets away. You are 

fascinated! You are inspired! You cannot stop thinking about her, and you find yourself filling 

pages upon pages with wonderment! Then, regrettably, you remember this handout. You think 

that you will need a plot. You will need a conflict. You will need obstacles, a struggle, rising and 

falling action. Suddenly this amazing woman is a burden because she comes with homework. So: 

Try to enjoy writing about this woman (or anything else) without direction. Describe her as much 

as you want. Put her in different scenes just for the hell of it. Dress her more absurdly, or less. 

Put her on the phone with her conservative father. Maybe it’ll be a journal entry that will never 

see the light of day. Maybe it’ll never make a coherent, traditional story. The point is you 

shouldn’t worry about the stuff in this handout when you sit down to write something new. You 

were fascinated by something and you want to explore it through observation – that’s it. Don’t 

complicate that. Energy and passion are necessary and obvious to your readers, so don’t forget 

that beyond any technical issue we talk about, the early stages of your writing process are 

supposed to bring you as much joy and as little self-criticism as possible. Labeling and 

classifying the different parts of your writing are not likely to bring you joy. 

  

Warning 2: At first glance, this handout will seem to have a lot of authority. You see words in 

bold, colons, and, at one point, a diagram. Whoa, some stuff is being defined here! Concrete 

answers! Formulas! Predictability! But, I’m sorry to say, these are all misleading. This handout 

will give you a basic understanding of concepts, but you’ll find that nothing can be nailed down. 

A linear story can have extended flashback sequences and still be considered linear. A non-linear 

story can relate events with a complete disregard for chronology, but the rising tension may still 

be considered linear. So: You’re already not worrying about this stuff because you’ve read 

Warning 1. Good! I’m so proud of you! Because listen – there are exceptions to all of these rules, 

the definitions are incomplete, and a good story is subject to multiples interpretations. Do you 

really care if someone refers to your story as linear when you thought of it as non-linear? You’re 

going to tell your story the way that’s natural, interesting, and fun for you. If critics end up 

slugging it out over whether your tale qualifies as traditional or postmodern, chances are they’re 

missing the bigger point. 

 

So, feel free to stop reading now. You are forgiven. Pandora could have used a friend like 

you. Also: curious cats. Think of how many you might have saved!
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PLOT: What happens in a story 

The Basics: 

Here are your basic elements: Plot, Character, Tone, and Narrative. Plot is what happens in a 

story. Character is whom it happens to or who makes it happen. Tone is what it sounds like (a 

straight story? Satire? Comedy? Tragedy?), and Narrative (or form) is the structure it takes. You 

want your reader to want to read for as long as the story goes on, if not longer. It is up to you to 

entice the reader to keep going. You must create suspense. Your reader must be curious. It is 

essential. Otherwise why would anyone read on? 

 

Scripture tells us that the basic elements above must be established early on. Your story is 15 

pages long? If the reader makes it through page 4 and is still unable to identify the tone, central 

conflict, and most of the main characters, then you’ve got problems. Imagine reading a story that 

deals with a daughter struggling with her dementia-afflicted father. The tone is serious and 

straightforward. The story is 10 pages long. On page 7, our heroine gets on a magical bus that 

takes her to a fairy kingdom where she must slay a dragon to free an enslaved people. You just 

invested time, thought, and emotion in a gut-wrenching father-daughter story and suddenly 

you’re reading a fantasy. How do you feel? Probably not good. The idea is that as you’re reading 

a story, the story is teaching you how to read it. The story is introducing its own rules and 

expectations, and if it breaks those rules or fails to deliver, the reader loses faith and interest.  

 

Freitag’s Triangle: 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Holy shit! What the hell is that thing? Is it here to ruin your life? Quite possibly. In the 19
th

 

century, a German critic named Gustave Freitag who didn’t care at all about Warnings 1 or 2 

decided that any decent story adheres to the above formula. Exposition introduces the basics 

described above (character, tone, etc., as well as things like setting). The situation a story 

introduces is fragile. It can’t last. Bad things can potentially happen, and, because we’re in a 

story, they do. People have goals, but they’re faced with terrible opposition. Or a previously held 

status quo is tested. These are complications. They escalate, leading to a crisis. The crisis results 

in a climax, the peak of the action. Everything has been building to this moment, the moment in 

which we find out if our hero(es) will succeed or fail in achieving the goal he’s/she’s/they’ve 

been pursuing this whole time. After the climax, the action tapers off in the anticlimax, and we 

arrive at a new status quo. The major conflict is resolved (or perhaps it’s not, but there is some 

Exposition 

Complication/Crisis 

Climax 

Falling Action/Anticlimax 

Resolution 
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sense of closure). Note: In a short story, where space is limited, the falling action and resolution 

may be extremely brief or completely absent. 

 

This concept of story structure has been restated many times. A full-of-himself wise-ass (not me) 

named John Barth called it, “The incremental perturbation of an unstable homeostatic system and 

its catastrophic restoration to a complexified equilibrium.” Why did he phrase it like that? 

Probably for money. An editor and teacher named Mel McKee stated the 4 imperatives of 

storytelling this way: 

 

(1) get your fighters fighting, (2) have something – the stake – worth their fighting over, (3) 

have the fight dive into a series of battles with the last battle in the series the biggest and 

most dangerous of all, (4) have a walking away from the fight. 

 

The idea inherent to all of them is conflict-crisis-resolution. Most conflicts can be characterized 

as one of the following: person vs. person, person vs. nature/God, person vs. society, person vs. 

machine, or person vs. him/herself. 

 

The idea may seem simple, but it can very complex. Consider that one story can have multiple 

plotlines running simultaneously. One of them is the central plot. You know it’s the central plot 

because it takes up the most space in the text, and it seems the most important. Alongside it are 

subplots, which seem to follow the same formula as above, but are really there to add 

perspective and complexity to the central plot. Also – what about a story in which the conflict 

ends in a stalemate, or the conflict is left spiraling out of control, like we read in Saunders’ 

“Adams”? Sometimes the reader’s realization that the conflict is out of control is the resolution. 

The resolution can take place in the mind of the reader, not on the page. Finally, consider that 

even though a story can be described in these formulaic terms, a reader still wants it to seem 

surprising and new. The ending should be both unexpected and appropriate. 

 

NARRATIVE: How the story relates/reveals the plot 

Linear vs. Non-Linear Narrative: 

Stories can be characterized as either linear or non-linear. A linear narrative relates the events 

of the plot in chronological order with few or no digressions. The story is a series of falling 

dominoes, a thematic and sequential escalation. The overwhelming majority of published stories 

have linear narratives. 

 

A non-linear narrative is everything else. It may simply relate the events of a linear narrative 

out of order. It may go further by only giving you disjointed fragments. If a linear narrative is a 

line of dominoes, the non-linear narrative is a collection of bricks. Together the bricks make a 

house, but perhaps you’re standing too close to see the house, or you’ve only been given enough 

bricks to infer the shape of a house. And perhaps, as is the case in a story that challenges the 

conventions of storytelling, one of those bricks is a donkey wearing a nametag that says “brick.” 

 

We’ve talked about how every move by a writer is assumed to be made with purpose. Ask 

yourself: What is my story about? What is the emotional core? Then ask yourself: How do my 

choices highlight this? Why should I consider relating the events of this story out of order?  
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If the short story is about a crumbling marriage that has spanned decades, a linear narrative may 

be too narrow to capture the full range of the relationship. A series of vignettes, however, will 

give the reader a sense of things (the gaps in-between will encourage curiosity: which gaps will 

be filled in? What do the sections we have tell us about what we’re missing? Do we not need to 

know? It’s complex – like a crumbling marriage! Perfect!). Maybe to tug on the ol’ heart strings 

the author will throw in a vignette of pure contentment and joy in-between scenes of turmoil. 

Maybe the author will start the narrative with a scene of later hostilities before telling us how the 

couple fell in love – a perfect example of a way to create suspense. They will hate each other so 

much but used to be so happy, the reader thinks. What happened? 

 

Maybe what you want to say can’t even be said to have a central conflict. Maybe it’s just the 

sense of things that you’re after. Your narrative may be a series of seemingly unconnected 

scenes, images, quotes, and details. Individual scenes may hint at conflict, but any overarching 

plot is hard to pin down. 

 

Or maybe your narrative tells the same scene over and over again, but always changing or adding 

something. Maybe your narrative seems to be plot-less or character-less. Maybe all you do is 

retype the ingredients list on Hostess cupcakes and change one of the ingredients to Abigail. 

These concepts would be considered postmodern because they test the limits of what qualifies 

as a narrative. As you can imagine, they are often disappointing. 

 

Whether your narrative is linear or non-linear, every element should contribute in some way to 

the whole. Don’t waste your reader’s time with unnecessary repetition or pointless digressions. If 

your narrative is non-linear, the house it describes may be hard to see, but those bricks have to be 

chosen and ordered with purpose, however obscure it might be. This is especially true in the 

limited space of a short story. 

 

Remember Warning 1? 

You may think, “You warned us so strongly, and you seem to have a lot of contempt for this 

material. Why I should bother learning this stuff?” Good question! For one thing, it’s helpful to 

have a vocabulary for it. But, more than that, sometimes as a writer you recognize that what 

you’re writing just doesn’t seem to be working. People enjoy your writing, but they keep asking 

you What is it about? It’s very possible you’re missing a piece of the conflict-crisis-resolution 

formula. This stuff can be very helpful in revision. 

 

Popular Story Types with Clever Nicknames: 
The McStory: This is the most common story type. The McStory is so titled because of how 

common and popular they are, leaving the impression that they are churned out by writers like 

fast food. The McStory follows a standard linear narrative. The story moves chronologically 

until it arrives at a moment of tension, or a mystery presents itself, or a seemingly normal 

character behaves erratically, and then we are given an extended digression (usually in the form 

of a flashback) that provides us with a crucial piece of information we wouldn’t otherwise have 

known. The digression is sort of a deus ex machina (“god in the machine”) offered by the author 

to help tell or complete the story. It’s part of the story’s artifice. The digression can allude to the 

inner richness and complexity of a character or relationship. There can be something 
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confessional about it. The feature is most successful when the digression complicates something 

in the story in an interesting way rather than resolving it. 

 

The Bathtub Story: We’ve already talked about this one. The majority of the bathtub story 

takes place as a digression while the immediate action of the story, or the story’s frame, seems 

rather inconsequential. A woman cans preserves, but is also making elaborate mental plans for 

the coming apocalypse (Margaret Atwood, “When it Happens”). A man cannot get an erection 

for his wife. He thinks about his day and remembers an incident from his childhood. By the end 

of the story, he is able to get it up (James Baldwin, “Going to Meet the Man”). In a bathtub story 

the narrative doesn’t hinge on the digression like in a McStory. The bathtub story basically is the 

digression. 

 

The Reordered Story: Here you have a plot that could easily be told in chronological order, but 

the narrative is purposefully reordered. There may even clues in the text if you wanted to figure 

out the chronologically. Think of movies like Pulp Fiction or Eternal Sunshine, or a book like 

Catch-22. There are a few reasons why a reordered structure might make sense. One is it creates 

suspense – readers will be eager to get to those sections that fill in the blanks. Another reason is 

the chaos and confusion created by this structure may contribute in some way to what the story is 

about. Catch-22 is a reordered war satire. A war story is normally told as a series of victories and 

defeats, advances and setbacks, but by relating those milestones out of order, Joseph Heller takes 

away our ability to chart any overall progress and draws more attention to the absurdity of war. 

 

Collage: Collage is a postmodern, non-linear form. Not only is the chronology hard to locate – 

so are conflict-crisis-resolution – the exact things this handout says you need (Collages tend to 

be shorter than linear narratives precisely because the lack of a plot makes it harder for a reader 

to invest in any long-term outcomes). Collages can have scenes, snippets of dialogue, sections 

that are only dialogue, or extended descriptions. Think of how collage works in visual art – a 

series of formerly disparate, unrelated, and “found” materials are arranged together to create a 

new and complex whole. Barthelme’s “The Genius” is a great example of collage – a character 

study without a central conflict or chronology. 

 

For Further Reading: 

Writing Fiction: A Guide to Narrative Craft, Janet Burroway 

 

Narrative Design: A Writer’s Guide to Structure, Madison Smartt Bell 

 

Creating Fiction: Instructions and Insights from teachers of the Associated Writing Programs, ed. 

Julie Checkoway 


