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(Presented at the May 2005 Bulawayo Book Fair Skills Sharing Workshop)

The main objective of this paper is to more or less scientifically identify and finely study the abstract and often elusive elements of story under-structure, then affix them in their appropriate places on the story map, with the hope that a comprehension of them will assist the struggling writer to clearly perceive what he/she is writing about in moments of indecision.

I have personally discovered that the hypothesis I have postulated herein works well if it is applied to story manuscripts under revision that also require enrichment by adding of depth – i.e. by the introduction of subplots. It is my profound hope that this simple story writing tool will successfully guide you to that end.
Aristotle mentions that - ‘In Every field of inquiry to do with ‘initiating principles’, ‘determining factors’ or elements, it is through acquaintance with these that we attain knowledge – or at any rate, ‘scientific knowledge.’  For we can hardly be said to know a thing until we have become acquainted with its ultimate conditions and basic principles, and have analysed it down to its elements.  Clearly, then, in a scientific study of nature too, our first task will be to find out about its initiating principles.’ (Aristotle, Natural Science, Odyssey Press 1951, pp 3)
The Story Triangle
A complete story is perceived as a whole when it is being read, but just as any whole, if one took the time to look underneath it like a mechanic the under belly of a car, it can be clearly discerned that the story can be disintegrated into elements.  These are the elements that we shall attempt to make a study of.

ELEMENTS OF STORY
1. A story is made up of 4 or more elements, and not less.  The first two are the antithesis (conflict) i.e.   Love/hate, war/peace, criminal/detective etc.

                                                Antithesis (conflict)

                         (1) Love ____________________________ (2) Hate
Diagram 1

2.  The third element is the set, the dimension where the story operates.  Together these three elements form an upside down triangle.

                    Love   (1)                  Antithesis (Conflict)            (2) Hate

                                                                                                     

                                                                (3)

                                                              SET

                                                              (Restaurant)

Diagram 2

3.   The fourth element is the genre (story type) and it can be affixed in the middle of the triangle.

               Love (1)                   Antithesis (Conflict)                                  (2) Hate


                                                                                    (4)

                                                                Genre

                                                            (Romance)


                                                                    (3)

                                                                   SET

                                                                   (Restaurant)
Diagram 3

4.  The antithesis works on the set and these three elements then produce the fourth element, the genre.

It can be clearly noted that if you change the elements, the genre automatically changes too.

                (a)

                                                          War (1)           Antithesis               (2) Peace    


                                                                                 (4)

                                                                                 Genre

              (War Story)

                                    


                                                                  

                                                                                       (3)

                                                                                      SET

                                                                                  (Countryside)  Diagram 4

(b)                                     (1)   Criminal                Antithesis                 (2)  Detective                            


                                                                                  (4)
                                                                                  Genre

                                                                              (Investigation)


                                                                                         (3)

                                                                                        SET

                                                                                       (Bank)

                                                                              Diagram 5

5. The story triangle cuts through all genres – where there is a story there is a story triangle.

6. As we said that story consists of no less than 4 elements, if we were to remove any of these 4 basic elements, the story immediately collapses.  There is no story without antithesis, there is no story without setting, and so too with genre.

7. It is advised that the writer, after the first draft of his/her story, draws a chart of the story triangle, placing all the elements in their proper places.  This will greatly magnify the story progression and hence assist in the placement of the sub plot.
SUB PLOT
                       (1) Love                     Antithesis                     (2)  Hate


                                                            (4)

                                                           Genre

                                     Subplot

                                          1


                                                           (3)

                                                          SET
Diagram 6

8. A subplot also has its own triangle, and constitutes of all the elements that make up the main plot triangle.  Now let us replace the elements with actual names, so as to assist in a more clear explanation.

                  (1)John                                                                       (2)  Mary


(1)                                           (2) 

                                             (4) Romance

                   Subplot 1 

                (4) Affair

                       (3)

                                                               (3)

Makokoba Township

Diagram 7

9. Sub plot 1 operates on John’s arm of the triangle, but it has a profound influence on the story as a whole.  The sub plot can be another love relationship between John and another woman that is now affecting the John/Mary relationship.

                                    John                                                                       Mary


                            John                          Susan        


                                                                         (Romance)

                                        Affair

                                   John’s Business

                                        Company

                              Makokoba Township

Diagram 8.

10. Let us imagine that John is the owner of a business company, and his secretary is the stunning Susan, and he has a relationship with her.

11.  The theme of the subplot is open and can vary.

                                    John                                                                           Mary


                        John                         John’s father         


                                    Subplot 2

                                    (Tribalism)

                                     John’s Home
Diagram 8.

                                                           Makokoba Township

12.  In this subplot, John’s father is a tribalist and does not want his son to marry from another tribe, thereby upsetting the  critical balance of the John/Mary relationship.

13.  Then we move on to subplot 3.  Subplot 3 operates on Mary’s arm of the triangle.

                              John                                                   Mary

                   John                Susan                Mary                     Education

                           S/plot 2                                         S/plot 3
                                Office                                         University
                                                  Makokoba Township

Diagram 9

14.  Mary, a University student, is in love with John, and they want to marry.  As John is wealthy, he has told her he wants a housewife and she has to leave university and forget about academia.  How does she overcome this hurdle that is now threatening her academic dreams and still get married to John?

15. Subplot can operate on all arms of the triangle.


                         John                                S/plot 4                Mary


                   S/plot 2                     Main Plot                      S/plot 3
Diagram 10

                                                    Makokoba Township
16.  Subplot 3 pits John against Mary within their romance.  Lets us imagine that John wants Mary to go and live in his farm after wedding bells, but Mary refuses and says she wants to live in the big city, or no marriage.  We can also imagine a situation where Mary wants an AIDS test before marriage, and John is refusing because he knows something that Mary does not know of – he has had frequent unprotected sex with his beautiful secretary under the office table – and Susan’s husband died a few yeas back from an unknown illness.

17.  A subplot can also have a subplot.




    Sub-sub plot      Subplot
                                                            Main Plot
Diagram 11.

But the writer is cautioned not to clutter a story with too many subplots. Always remember the old axiom ‘ the less the more.’

Most importantly, the writer should keep it constantly in his/her mind that a story does not have depth if it does not contain the subplot.  And keep referring back to the story map as you make your revisions.
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