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Structure is the art that conceals itself—you only see the structure in a
badly struceured stary, and call it formula,

Stephen Fischer

Story Form as a Check Mark

The nineteenth-century German critic Gustav Freitag analyzed plot in terms of a
pyramid of five actions: an exposition, followed by a complication (or nouement,
“knoteing up,” of the situation), leading to a erisis, whick is followed by a “falling ac-
tion” or anticlimax, resulting in a resolution (or dénouement, “unknotting”).

In the compact shorr story form, the falling action is likely to be very brief or
nonexistent, and often the crisis action itself implies the resolution, which is not
necessarily stated but exists as an idea established in the reader’s mind.

So for our purposes it is probably more useful to think of story shape ner as a pyramid
with sides of equal length but as an inverred check mark. ¥ we take the familiar rale of
Cinderella and diagram it on such a shape in terms of the power struggle, we can see
how the various elements reveal themselves even in this simple children’s story.

Crisis
The
slipper
fits.
1 {Falling action)
You o Wedding
may not.
Clock v . Resolution
sirikes 12 And they
{Complications) Be home bived happily
ever after.
by Everyone
midnigh. TUSE Y
You the slipper. .
can’t go- Prince
- falls in love
with C,
Stepmother Fairy
- Conflict E e Godmother
Cinderella Invitation

to ball

s

T R 5

2 Thies

LS I A et

TR DT A

AT T

AL BT

Story Form, Plot, and Structure 41

At the opening of the tale we're given the basic conflict: Cinderella’s mother has
died, and her father has married a brural woman with two waspish daughters. Cin-
derelia is made to do all the dirtiest and most menial work, and she weeps among the
cinders. The Stepmother has on her side the strength of ugliness and evil {two very
powerful qualities in lteracure as in life). Witch her daughters she also has the
strength of numbers, and she has parental authority. Cinderella has only beauty and
goodness, but (in literature and life) these are also very powerful.

At the heginning of the struggle in “Cinderells,” the power is very cleatly on the
Stepmother’s side. But the first event (action, batie) of the story is that an invita-
tion arrives from the Prince, which explicitly states thar all the ladies of the land are
invited to a ball, Notice that Cinderellas desire is not to triumph over her Step-
mother {rhough she eventually will, much to our satisfaction); such a desire would
diminish her goodness. She simply wants to be relieved of her mistreatment. She
wants equality, so that the Prince’s invitation, which specifically gives her a right
equal to the Srepmother’s and Stepdaughters’ rights, shifts the power to her.

The Stepmother mkes the power back by blunt force: You may not go; you must
get us ready to go. Cinderella does so, and the three leave for the ball.

Then what happens? The Fairy Godmother appears. It is very powerful to have
magic on your side. The Fairy Godmother offers Cinderella a gown, glass slippers,
and a coach with horses and foormen, giving her more force than she has yet had.

But the magic is not all-potent. [t has a qualification that portends bad luck. It
will last only until midnight (unlike the Stepmother's authority), and Cinderella
must leave the ball before the clock strikes twelve or risk exposure and defeat.

What happens next? She goes to the ball and the Prince falls in love with her—
and love is an even more powerful weapon than magic in a literary war. In some ver-
sions of the tale, the Stepmother and Stepsisters are made o marvel ar the beauty of
the Princess they don’t recopnize, poinrting to the irony of Cinderella’s new power.

And then? The magic quits. The clock strikes twelve, and Cinderella runs down
the steps in her tags to her rats and pumpkin, losing a slipper, berefr of her power in
every way. :

Bur after char, the Prince sends out a messenger with the glass slipper and a die-
tum (a dramaric repetition of the original invitation in which all ladies were invited
to the ball) that every female in the land is to rry on the slipper. Cinderella is given
her rights again by royal decree. ‘

What happens then? [n most good retellings of the tale, the Stepmother also re-

" peats her assumption of brute aurhority by hiding Cinderella away, while our expec-

tation of triumph is tanralizingly delayed with grotesque comedy: one sister cuts off a
roe, the other a heel, trying to fit into the heroine’s rightful slipper.

After that, Cinderella tries on the slipper and it fits. This is the crisis action. Magic,
love, and royalty join to recognize the heroine’s true self; evil, numbers, and author-
iry are powerless against them. Ar this point, the power struggie has been decided;
the outcome is inevitable. When the slipper fits, no further action can occur that
will deprive Cinderella of her desire, Nothing will be the same again: the change in
the lives of all concemed is significant and permanent,

The tale has a brief “falling action” or “walking away from the fight”: the Prince
sweeps Cinderella up on his white horse and gallops awdy to their wedding. The
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story comes to closure with the classic resolution of all comedy: They lived happily
ever after.

If we also look at “Cinderella” in terms of connection/disconnection, we see a
pattern as clear as that represented by the power struggle. The first painful discon-
nection is that Cinderella’s mother has died; her father has married (connected
with) a woman who spurns (disconnects from) her; the Prince’s invitation offers
connection; the Stepmother’s cruelty alienates again. The Fairy Godmother con-
nects as a magical friend, but the disappearance of the coach and gown disconnect
Cinderella temporarily from that grand and glorious fairy-tale union, marriage to the
Prince. If we consult the emotions thar this tale engenders—pity, anger, hope, fear,
romance, anticipation, disappointment, triumph—we see that both the struggle be-
tween antagonist/protagonist and the pattern of alienation/connectedness is neces-
sary to ensure, not only that there is an action, but also thar we care about its
outcome. The traditional happy ending is the grand connection, marriage; the tradi-
tional tragic outcome is the final disconnection, death. ‘

In the Poetics, the first extensive work of extant Western literary criticism, Aris-
totle referred to the crisis action of a tragedy as a peripeteia, or reversal of the protag-
onist’s fortunes. Critics and editors agree that a reversal of some sort is necessary to
all story structure, comic as well as tragic. Although the protagonist need not lose
power, land, or life, he or she must in some significant way be changed or moved by
the action. Aristotle specified that this reversal came abour because of hamartia,
which has for centuries been translated as a “tragic flaw” in the protagonist’s charac-
ter, usually assumed to be, or defined as, pride. But more recent critics have defined
and translated hamartia much more narrowly as a “mistake in identity” with the re-
versal coming about in a “recognition.” '

It is true that tecognition scenes have played a disproportionately Jarge role in
the crisis actions of plots both comic and tragic, and that these scenes frequently
stretch credibility. In real life, you are unlikely to mistake the face of your mother,
son, uncle, or even friend, and yet such mistakes have provided the turning point
of many a plot. If, however, the notion of “recognition” is extended to more ab-
stract and subtle realms, it becomes a powerful metaphor for moments of “realiza-
tion.” In other words, the “recognition scene” in literature may stand for that
moment in life when we “recognize” that the man we have considered good is evil,
the event we have considered insignificant is crucial, the woman we have thought
out of touch with reality is a genius, the object we have thought desirable is poi-
son. There s in this symbolic way a recognition in “Cinderella.” We knew that she
was essentially a princess, but until the Prince recognizes her as one, our knowl-
edge must be frustrated. ,

James Joyce developed a similar idea when he spake of, and recorded both in his
notebooks and in his stories, moments of what he called epiphany. As Joyce saw i,
epiphany is a crisis action in the mind, a moment when a person, an event, or a
thing is seen in a light so new tha it is as if it has never been seen before. At this
recognition, the mental landscape of the viewer is permanently changed.

At YRR Py, ST

Tl



ippily

see a

scon-
=cted
offers
con-
mnect
3 the
fear,
2 be-
2Ces-
It its

radi-

\ris-
itag-
v to
lose
1 by
rtia,
rac-

ned -

re-

Stery Form, Plot, and Structure 43

In many of the finest modern short stories and novels, the true territory of strug-
gle is the main character’s mind, and so the real crisis action must occur there. Yer it
is important to grasp that Joyce chose the word epiphany to represent this moment of
reversal, and that the word means “a manifestation of 2 supernatural being”; specifi-
cally, in Christian doctrine, “the manifestation of Christ to the gentiles.” By exten-
sion, then, in a short story any mental reversal that takes place in the crisis of story
must be manifested; it must be triggered or shown by an action, The slipper must fit.
It would not do if the Stepmother just happened to change her mind and give up the
struggle; it would not do if the Prince just happened to notice that Cinderella looked
like his love. The moment of recogniticn must be manifested in an action.

This point, that the crisis must be manifested or externalized in an action, is ab-
solutely central, although sometimes difficult to grasp when the struggle of the story
takes place in a character’s mind. In the upcoming story “The Things They Carried,”
for example, the young lieutenant’s mental determination to change himself into a
hardened leader is manifested in the action of burning photographs, letters, and fi-
nally a village. _ : .

In a revenge story, it is easy to see how the conflict must come to crisis. The com-
mon revenge plot, from Hamlet to Traffic, takes this form: Someone important to the
hero {father, sister, lover, friend) is killed, and for some reason the authorities who
ought to be in charge of justice can’t or won’t avenge the death. The hero must do
so, then, and the crisis action is manifested in the swing of the dagger, the blast of
the gun, the swallowing of the poison, whatever. '

But suppose the story is about a struggle between two brothers on a tishing trip,
and the change that takes place is that the protagonist, believing,for most of the ac-
tion that he holds his older brother in contempt, discovers at the end of the story
that they are deeply bound by love and family history. Clearly this change is an
epiphany, a mental reversal. A writer insufficiently aware of the nature of crisis ac-
tion might signal the change in a paragraph that begins “Suddenly Larry remem-
bered their father and realized that Jeff was very much like him.” Well, unless that
memory and that realization are manifested in an action, the reader is unable to;
share them, and therefore cannot be moved with the character.

Jeff reached for the old net and neatly bagged the trout, swinging round to offer
it with a triumphant, “Got it! We got it, didn’t we?” The trout flipped and strug-
gled, giving off a smell of weed and water and fecund mud. Jeff’s knuckles were
lined with grime. The knuckles and the rich river smell filled him with a
memory of their first fishing trip together, the sight of their father’s hands on the

same scarred net. . . .

Here the epiphany, a memory leading to a realization, is triggered by an action
and sensory details that the reader can share; the reader now has a good chance of
also being able to share the epiphany. Less commonly, a story may offer readers an
epiphany the main character neglects to see, as in the short-short story “No One’s a



44 THE TOWER AND THE NET

Muystery,” which appears at the end of this chapter. Such characters are often on the
verge of great change, yet lack the maturity or courage to take that difficult leap to
. recognition. ' :

Much great fiction, and the preponderance of serious modern fiction, echoes life
in its suggestion that there are no clear or permanent solutions, that the conflicts of
character, relationship, and the cosmos cannot be permanently resolved. Most of the
stories in this volume end, in Vladimir Nabokov's words, “with no definite full-stop,
but with the natural motion of life.” None could end “they lived happily ever after”

" or even “they lived unhappily ever after.” S

Yet the story form demands a resolution. Is there such a thing as a no-resolution
resolution? Yes, and it has a very specific form. Go back to the metaphor that “a
story is a wat.” After the skirmish, after the guerrillas, after the air strike, after the
poison gas and the nuclear holocaust, imagine that the two surviving combatants,
one on each side, emerge from their fallout shelters. They crawl, then stumble to the
fence that marks the border. Each possessively grasps the barbed wire with a blood-
ied fist. The “resolution” of this battle is that neither side will ever give up and that
no one will ever win; there will never be a resolution. This is a distinct reversal (the
recognition takes place in the reader’s mind) of the opening scene, in which it
seemed eminently worthwhile to open a ground skirmish. In the statement of the
conflict was an inherent possibility that one side or the other could win. Inherent in
the resolution is a statement that no one can ever win. That is a distinet reversal and
a powetful change.

Story and plot

So far, | have used the words “story” and “plot” interchangeably. The equation of the
w0 terms is so common that they are often comfortably understood as synonyms.

When an editor says, “This is not a story,” the implication is not that it lacks charac-’

 ter, theme, setting, or even incident, but that it has no plot.

Almost all good stories are sad because it is the human struggle that en-
gages us readers and listeners the most. To watch characters confront
their hardships and uncertainties makes us feel better about our own
conflicts and confusions and fears. We have a sense of community, of
sympathy, a cleansing sympathy, as Aristotle said, and relief that we are
safe in our room only reading the story. A story of sadness, even tragedy,
makes us feel, paradoxically, better, as though we are confronting our

own conflicts and fears, and have endured. .

Robert Mozgan
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