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Problematic novels are like classic car motors. With enough time and tinkering, many issues can be fixed. Slight characterization? Layer in dimensions. Wordy style?  Root out adjectives and adverbs. Mixed metaphors can be unmixed, extra scenes excised, clumsy prose polished, but what happens when a writer submits his manuscript only to have a literary agent  say, “Your book is beautifully written, but it’s too quiet?”  Others may be more blunt.  Jessica Page Morrell, a development editor and author of Thanks But This Isn’t For Us says, “One of my most dreaded jobs is writing a memo to a client describing what is working and not working in his novel…The biggest buzz kill is when I need to explain that the writer doesn’t have a workable plot (56-57). 
Novelists may be puzzled about how to proceed. They’ve often been told that plotting is a lesser skill than other elements of fiction and considered to be the bailiwick of hack writers. For instance, a The New York Times book reviewer remarked on novelist’s John Grisham’s work saying, “His novels promiscuously reverse the writerly adage ‘character is plot,’ to the point that plot often becomes the main character, leading the human characters around by the nose when necessary” (Powers). 
Some don’t think plot needs to be addressed at all. Peter Selgin, author of 179 Ways to Save a Novel, says, “In talking about characters and situations and point of view, I am ultimately talking about plot, about the things that will determine and create our plot so we don’t have to” (74).  James Wood, author of How Fiction Works, makes no reference to plot or structure in his chapter headings or index.  Novelist Larry Brown believes “that if you create interesting enough characters… then whatever happens to them is the plot. When you think about it, life doesn’t have plot” (qtd. in Shoup and Denman 84). Creative writing programs usually echo similar sentiments; beautiful language is favored over plot, and many writers graduate with little knowledge of how to structure a novel (McKee 16).  
Others believe plotting can’t even be taught: Pat Walsh, author of 78 Reasons Why Your Book May Never Be Published, says, “…many people do not have the learned or instinctual ability to tell a story. They cannot grasp the entirety of a narrative or see a thorough line of character in relation to plot circumstance” (29).  There’s also a fear that over reliance on plot may lead to lackluster stories. Selgin doesn’t recommend using formulas for plots, saying that when plots are schematically and mechanically formed they become like old staircases, “wooden and creaky” (73).
Understandably the writer senses a disconnect. The literary community gives plot short shrift yet, if a plot is thin or lacking, the novel will not find an audience.  Donald Maass, literary agent and author of The Breakout Novelist, says, “… a great many manuscripts have one common problem: not enough is happening” (4). Robert McKee, author of Story says, “Literary talent isn’t enough. If you cannot tell a story, all those beautiful images and subtleties of dialogue… waste the paper they’re written on” (19).  Readers appreciate great characterization and lovely language but they too but will ultimately come away dissatisfied if dramatic structure is weak.  John Truby, author of The Anatomy of Story, says that “the dramatic code, embedded deep in the human psyche, is an artistic expression of how a person can grow or evolve” and the reason people can’t get enough of stories is because they are constantly seeking “the code of growth” (7). Since a novel needs to be well-plotted to succeed and plotting is often ignored by many in the literary world, writers can benefit from an analysis of the screenwriter’s structure-oriented methodology with roots in ancient heroic myths and the three-act structure as well an examination of how those storytelling principles have worked in classic and popular literary novels.
Many might scoff at the notion of borrowing craft advice from Hollywood. What could a serious student of fiction possibly learn from writers who specialize in car crashes, super heroes, and tired sequels?  Films like Big Momma’s House 2 aside, screenwriters are experts in dramatic structure. To them “structure is the foundation, the base, the blueprint of the screenplay” and there is absolutely no debate about its importance (Fields 144). In Poetics, Aristotle, an influence on many of today’s screenwriters, says, “The most beautiful colors, laid on confusedly, will not give as much pleasure as the chalk outline of a portrait” (63).  In fact, Aristotle considered plot to be the most important element of dramatic writing and screenwriters concur, agreeing that while literary prowess is necessary to succeed in the field, story talent trumps it every time (McKee 28).          

Although screenwriters value structure above other elements of dramatic writing, they are careful to distinguish between form and formulaic. Syd Fields, author of Screenplay: The Foundations of Screenwriting, compares form to a jacket—all jackets have two arms, a front and a back, but within that form you could create millions of variations of jackets. A formula, on the other hand, never varies, like a specific jacket that comes off the assembly line (28-29).  Once a writer has a firm understanding of story form, the mastery of that form frees the subconscious mind to bring true spontaneity to the artist’s work (McKee 3-22).

So how do screenwriters approach storytelling? When plotting stories, they rely heavily on a combination of the three-act structure and the Hero’s Journey. The organization of plot into three acts dates back to Aristotle who said a well-constructed plot cannot be haphazard but instead requires a beginning, middle, and ending” (65). The use of the three-act structure takes situations and characters and organizes them into a narrative with the first act setting up the story, the second act introducing complications, and the third act resolving those complications (Morrell 36). Over the years, several screenwriting experts have refined and expanded on Aristotle’s three-act structure for their own purposes, indentifying various elements of each act that will help drive the story and fill out the protagonist’s character arc.
 As for the Hero’s Journey, it was first described at length by Joseph Campbell in The Hero with a Thousand Faces. Campbell studied enduring myths from various cultures and discovered most had similar structural elements. Summarized by Campbell, the Hero’s Journey is this: “A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man” (30). The Hero’s Journey can be used to plot all types of stories, not just action and adventure. In fact, frequently the journey leads only into a hero’s mind or “into the realm of relationships” (Vogler 7), as will be demonstrated later when examples of dramatic and mythic structure will be taken from  novels like The Great Gatsby, A Lesson Before Dying and other works that involve a great deal of inner conflict.             
One of the most important decisions writers make is how to begin Act One. Often they are advised to start in media res, which is Latin for “in the midst of things,” so as to hook the reader. Some interpret this advice to mean they should kick off their stories with something terribly dramatic like a plane crash or a murder. While some films open their first acts with a dramatic set piece (James Bond movies come to mind) most screenwriters begin their stories with the protagonist’s everyday world. In the Hero’s Journey this stage is called The World of Common Day” (Campbell 30).
One of the primary reasons for starting with a protagonist’s World of Common Day is it gives readers an opportunity to get to know the main character and begin to identify with him before his world is changed by the first major plot point or reversal.  During the time spent in the World of Common Day, it’s important to introduce the hero’s primary problem, which will reveal his weaknesses, and his desires (Truby 40-47). Weaknesses and desires are crucial to the three-act structure because they contribute to the character’s arc, i.e., how the character will change during the course of each act.
The protagonist’s problem should be introduced quickly because it immediately lends conflict to World of Common Day.  For instance, Scarlett O’Hara’s problem in Gone With Wind is that she’s in love with Ashley Wilkes, and he isn’t returning her affections. In A Christmas Carol, Scrooge’s problem is that he resents all of the sentimentality on Christmas Day and wishes business would go on as usual. In The Secret Garden by Frances Hodgson Burnett, Mary’s problem is that she is lonely, sickly, and unloved by her parents. 

 The protagonist’s problem will give insight into his weaknesses. For instance, in Madame Bovary, Emma’s problem is that after a glorious honeymoon she’s bored with her marriage, saying this of her husband: “Charles’s conversation was flat as a sidewalk, a place of passage for the ideas of everyman; they wore drab everyday clothes and inspired neither laugher or dreams” (39).  The reason Emma is so discontent is because she has a weakness for the luxury and romance she reads about in novels. In The Great Gatsby, Jay Gatsby’s problem is that his old girlfriend Daisy never took him seriously as a love interest, and in an effort to right that wrong, Gatsby became excessively superficial. 
John Truby, author of the Anatomy of a Story, identifies two types of weaknesses, psychological and moral. He claims that all weaknesses are psychological but a weakness is also moral if it hurts other characters (276). For instance, Scrooge’s weakness is both psychological and moral. His stinginess to his employee, Bob Cratchit, may result in the death of Cratchit’s son, Tiny Tim. A protagonist’s weaknesses need to be established because, by the end of the novel, they will either be eradicated—as is the case with Scrooge and his stingy ways--or lead to tragedy as Emma experiences in Madame Bovary.  Her love for the finer things in life becomes so pronounced she plunges her family into financial ruin.       

A protagonist’s problem may also reveal his desires--what the protagonist wants to achieve or gain during the course of the story. There are two types of desires, unconscious and conscious, and they may contradict each other (McKee 138). For example, Scarlett O’Hara thinks she wants Ashley but she really longs for a man who accepts that she’s stronger than the average Southern belle. Holden Caulfield, in Catcher in the Rye, thinks he wants to be a sophisticated man-about-town but ultimately he wants to remain a child. Desires are very important to the three-act structure because they help create dramatic questions that drive the entire storyline through the resolution (Field 63).  For instance, in Pride and Prejudice, Elizabeth’s outer desire is to marry for love rather than financial advancement. Her inner desire is to marry someone who is her intellectual equal. Her desires initially create this dramatic question: Will she find a man she loves and marry him? Later, when she meets Mr. Darcy, the dramatic question changes: Will she recognize that Mr. Darcy is her intellectual equal and is also the right man for her even though his wealth and initial aloofness makes her believe he isn’t? 

Besides becoming acquainted with the protagonist, there are other advantages to initially anchoring a novel in a protagonist’s World of Common Day. Beginning in a linear fashion means the writer doesn’t have to rely too heavily on backstory or flashbacks, information that can stall a story’s momentum, particularly as it’s just getting underway (Morrell 46). For example, in The Great Gatsby, F. Scott Fitzgerald would have had to include a great deal of backstory if he began his story with Daisy and Jay Gatsby’s first encounter together after years of being apart. If Dickens began A Christmas Carol with Scrooge encountering the Ghost of Marley, readers would not yet be privy to crucial information, such as Scrooge’s stinginess (his weakness) and how poorly he treats two key characters, his employee and nephew.            
Beginning in the World of Common Day also allows the reader to compare the protagonist’s ordinary world with the world he’ll enter after the first plot point or reversal (Vogler 87). For instance, in Gone With the Wind, Margaret Mitchell begins with a depiction of Scarlett’s privileged and genteel world so readers can see what was lost after the Civil War started. In The Catcher in the Rye, we’re privy to Holden’s ordinary and troubled prep school existence before he begins to roam Manhattan.
During this time spent in the World of Common Day, theme may be hinted at but it won’t be fully revealed until Act Three (Vogler 96).  In Madame Bovary, Emma gives birth to a girl and reflects on the gender of her child:  “… a woman is continually thwarted…she has to struggle against her physical weakness… Like the veil held to her hat by a ribbon, her will flutters in every breeze” (81). Emma’s powerlessness as a woman and weakness for romance causes her downfall and one of the themes of Madame Bovary is that romantic flights of fancy, if taken too seriously, can corrupt.   

Once the protagonist’s ordinary world is established, and the reader has some insight into his initial problem, the next step is to introduce Act One’s first reversal or, in the parlance of the Hero’s Journey, the Call to Adventure (Campbell 51).  The Call to Adventure is an event that unbalances the main character’s life, and he or she usually spends the rest of the novel trying to find equilibrium (Trottier 14).  The timing of this reversal varies (in most films it usually occurs almost exactly fifteen minutes in); in a novel it should occur within the first fifteen percent of the work.  If it’s delayed too long, readers will get impatient (McKee 201).  For instance, even though To Kill a Mocking Bird is a much beloved novel, the first third of it includes many episodic incidents and doesn’t introduce the  Call to Adventure—the arrest of a wrongly accused black man—until page seventy-five.   
In Pride and Prejudice, the Call to Adventure comes when Elizabeth first meets Mr. Darcy and he stirs conflicting emotions in her. In Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, it’s when Alice follows the White Rabbit down the rabbit hole. Often, but not always, the Call to Adventure is accompanied by the introduction of the antagonist. For instance, in A Christmas Carol, the call comes when the ghost of Marley appears and tells Scrooge about the spirits who will be paying him a visit. The Call to Adventure is especially effective when it’s both the worst and best thing that could ever happen to the protagonist. For instance, in The Secret Garden, Act One’s first reversal occurs when Mary’s parents both die of cholera—a terrible thing for a child. On the other hand, it’s the best thing that could happen to Mary because she leaves behind her unhealthy home and eventually finds psychological healing in her uncle’s garden.           
Just because a hero is called to action doesn’t mean he’ll answer right away. Many protagonists will debate or refuse the call altogether (Campbell 59).  Usually a hero will hesitate because of a fear of change and the unknown, and his hesitation signals to the reader that the adventure is risky (Vogler 107).   In A Lesson Before Dying by Ernest Gaines a young black man named Jefferson is on trial for murder, and his lawyer calls him a hog. Grant Wiggins, the protagonist and a teacher of poor black children, is called on to help the prisoner regain his pride before he’s executed. Grant initially refuses the call of adventure saying, “‘…Jefferson is dead. It’s only a matter of weeks… but he’s already dead. There’s nothing I can do anymore’” (Gaines 14).  The undertaking is risky for Grant because his confidence has already been undermined by his status as one of the few educated black men in a racist community, and he fears he’ll fail at the task. 
Once the protagonist commits to the adventure and prepares for it, he or she might meet a mentor who will give some advice about what lies ahead; in the Hero’s Journey this is called Supernatural Aid (Campbell 69). In The Secret Garden, Mary’s mentor is Martha, a housemaid in Mary’s uncle’s home; she tells Mary about Dickon, a young gardener who will help Mary with her psychological growth.  In A Christmas Carol, the supernatural aid is literal when the chain-dragging and tortured ghost of Jacob Marley, Scrooge’s business partner, tells him to expect visitation by three ghosts, and that they are his only hope for redemption.  
Act Two begins when the Call to Adventure causes the hero leave his ordinary world behind and enter a new world. In the Hero’s Journey this is called The Belly of the Whale (Campbell 90). Says Blake Snyder, author of Save the Cat!, “…the act break is the moment where we leave the old world, the thesis statement, and proceed into a world that is the upside down version of that, its antithesis. But because these two worlds are so distinct, the act of actually stepping into Act Two must be definite” (79).

 The new world of Act Two may be literal as when Alice falls down the rabbit hole and enters Wonderland or when Mary leaves her family home in India for her grandfather’s estate in Yorkshire. It may also be figurative when Emma in Madame Bovary gives into her attraction to an acquaintance and enters into the new world of adultery or when Scout in To Kill A Mockingbird  leaves behind the carefree world of childhood to enter the adult world of racism. 
Act Two is the also the longest act, and it’s where writers most often lose their way. Hal Ackerman, author of Write Screenplays That Sell, says, “Second acts are where good stories come to die. They are the Killing Fields, the Donner Passes, the Bermuda Triangles” (101).  The reason the second act is tricky is because it’s the act where the protagonist’s desire line is constantly tested by complications, and those complications must get progressively worse (Field 25). The complications or forces of antagonism faced by the protagonist should appear to be overwhelming (McKee 208). For instance, in Pride and Prejudice it doesn’t seem possible that Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy will ever become a couple. They come from different social classes, their temperaments are at odds, and when they first meet, Elizabeth overhears Mr. Darcy insulting her saying, “She is tolerable, but not handsome enough to tempt me” (Austen 11).
Situations are frequent sources of antagonism (the Civil War in Gone With the Wind, the misogynist social environment in Madame Bovary) but a primary source of opposition comes from other characters.  Christopher Vogler, author of The Writer’s Journey, says, “A story is only good as his villain” (66). Indeed, a protagonist will grow throughout a novel only in response to the challenges posed by the antagonist. 

Since forces of antagonism are so crucial to the structure of Act Two it’s useful to examine the characteristics that make antagonists formidable and believable. First, the antagonist needs to be a worthy opponent, i.e., their abilities should equal the protagonist’s with the antagonist actually having a slight advantage (Snyder, Save the Cat! 149). Antagonists should also be the best person to attack the main character’s weaknesses (Truby 89). For example, it’s hard to imagine any man but the charismatic and roguish Rhett Butler being able to handle a strong woman like Scarlett O’Hara. (In love stories, the love interest is always one of the forces of antagonism.) 
The antagonist should also have his own arc; in his mind, he is the hero of his own story with his own weaknesses and desires, and the protagonist is the villain (Vogler 66). Novels are particularly interesting when both the antagonist and the protagonist change as the result of their encounters with each other. This almost always happens in love stories, but it also occurs in other genres. For instance, in A Lesson Before Dying, Grant, the protagonist, tries to turn Jefferson into a man before he is executed; Jefferson continually resists his efforts. At the climax of the novel, they both become better men, and Jefferson dies with dignity.

Finally, the antagonist and protagonist should share certain personality characteristics; this keeps the hero from seeming too good and the opponent from seeming too evil (Truby 90). In Pride and Prejudice, Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy are both stubborn and too hasty to judge others, but Elizabeth doesn’t recognize her pride or prejudice until she sees Mr. Darcy struggle to overcome similar flaws.

  
In the three-act structure, Act Two is usually divided into two parts; events that occur before the midpoint, and the events that occur after the midpoint. In the Hero’s Journey the first part of Act Two is called the Road of Trials (Campbell 97). During the Road of Trials, the writer’s first task is to familiarize his hero with the rules of his new environs. At this point it may be useful to introduce an ally who instructs the main character on how things work in the new world (Vogler 139).  For instance, in Alice’s Adventure’s in Wonderland, Alice meets the Cheshire Cat, who, in a round-about way, tries to explain that the usual rules don’t apply in Wonderland by saying, “Now I growl when I’m pleased and wag my tail when I’m angry. Therefore I’m mad” (Carroll 72). When Grant in A Lesson Before Dying decides to help a condemned prisoner to discover his worth, he finds an ally in Paul, one of the deputies at the prison. Many times the characters introduced in the second act are slightly skewed or opposite versions of characters already introduced in the first act (Snyder, Save the Cat! Strikes Back 49).
Subplots that may have been hinted at in the first act will begin to play out in the first part of Act Two. Probably the most important thing to remember about subplots is that they must be related to the main plot, and should have the same structural elements of the main plot, i.e., set-up, complications, climax and a resolution (Maass 182). Furthermore they should play on the same themes as the main conflict so as to provide a basis of comparison for the primary story line (Truby 60). Pride and Prejudice has a subplot that fulfills all the preceding criteria. It involves a romance between the heroine’s sister Jane and Mr. Bingley. It’s almost a mirror to the romance between the main character Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy--both plotlines involve two characters of different classes falling in love—and, for a time, it’s one of the primary forces that keeps the two main characters apart and finally aids in getting them together in the climax.  
As the protagonist becomes acclimated to the new world, she or he will also be tested by the forces of antagonism that exist there, although these tests will be relatively mild compared to what lies ahead in the second part of Act Two. In his new world, the protagonist will try to cope with change by using  his same old flawed strategies but those strategies  will be even less effective in the new world. In essence the new world magnifies his old flaws (Tobin 82). For instance, at the beginning of The Secret Garden, Mary is used to being dressed and waited on by a staff of meek servants. When she moves to her uncle’s house in England, she must generally fend for herself, and the single housemaid refuses to put up with her cheekiness. In The Catcher in the Rye, Holden’s immaturity is evident in the new world of Manhattan when he hires a prostitute and cannot bring himself to have sex with her. 
After the hero has made initial adjustments to his new world and subplots are set into motion, another major reversal usually occurs. This reversal signifies the midpoint of the second act or, as it’s called in the Hero’s Journey, the Approach to the Inmost Cave. 
Often at this point, the main character makes some type of commitment to the new world (Snyder, Save the Cat! Strikes Back 52). For instance, in Madame Bovary, Emma demonstrates her commitment to the new world of adultery when she starts to borrow money to pay for gifts for her lover, Rodolphe, and neglects her household duties. She is also more careless about the affair, meeting Rodolphe in her arbor instead of meeting at his house. In A Lesson Before Dying, Grant buys Jefferson a brand new radio, indicating his commitment to seeing him as more than just a walking dead man.   
A commitment to the new world is sometimes accompanied by a false victory or a false defeat. For example, in The Great Gatsby, Gatsby experiences a false victory when it looks as if Daisy has fallen in love with him. At the midpoint in Gone With the Wind, Scarlett suffers a false defeat when, during the burning of Atlanta, she goes back to her family home and discovers her mother is dead, her father’s fallen into depression, and she’s pulling turnips out of the ground to eat. Eventually she rebounds from those troubles only to create more later on in the novel.
Up until the midpoint of Act Two, the forces of antagonism have been mild to middling, but as the protagonist enters part two of the second act, they become gradually stronger (Snyder, Save the Cat! 85). There’s a good reason for that.  Once the hero makes a strong commitment to his new world, he generally attracts attention to himself. For instance, in The Great Gatsby, when Gatsby publicly flaunts his relationship with Daisy, her husband Tom starts to see him as a true threat and is determined to win back his wife’s affections.  In the Hero’s Journey, the second part of Act Two is called The Ordeal and it’s the section of the story in which the protagonist begins the most difficult part of his transformation (Vogler 155).  This section could be analogous to a chess game between the antagonist and the protagonist, in which the protagonist is clearly losing. Why is the protagonist losing? Because he keeps trying to solve his problems without having to give up his old ways of dealing with the world, even though they are no longer serving him (Snyder, Save the Cat! Strikes Back 54).  Scarlett’s arc in Gone with The Wind is an excellent example of how tenaciously a character will hold onto limiting beliefs in the face of antagonism.  Scarlett goes through numerous trials—the aftermath of the Civil War, a public shaming, and the death of her daughter—but it isn’t until Ashley’s wife Melanie dies that Scarlett realizes how wrongheaded her actions have been. She thinks, “What a fool I’ve been…I’ve wished Melly was dead so I could have him. And now she’s dead and I’ve got him and I don’t want him” (Mitchell 1017).  
During the Ordeal, the protagonist will frequently engage in foolish or immoral acts to defeat the forces of antagonism, and there may be a conflict with an ally who tries to get the protagonist to see that his flaws are holding him back (Truby 291). For instance, in The Catcher in The Rye, Holden is out of money and contemplating moving west when he lies to the elevator man in order to sneak into his house to visit his sister, Phoebe. After hearing that Holden’s been kicked out of school, she zeros in on his negativity problem saying, “‘You don’t like anything that’s happening’” (169). Holden immediately denies her charges; he is not yet ready to take responsibility for his part in his unhappiness.     
While it’s true that during the Ordeal the hero has yet to shake off his flaws, his area of concern many be widening, i.e., he will begin to care for more people or causes than he did at the beginning of the novel  (Tobin 103). For instance, in Act One of the A Secret Garden, Mary is completely self-centered but in the middle of Act Two she begins to grow attached to a robin. In the first act of A Christmas Carol, Scrooge thinks the needy should labor in workhouses, but during Act Two when the Ghost of Christmas Present shows Scrooge two wretched children meant to represent Ignorance and Want, Scrooge softens somewhat, saying, “‘Have they no refuge or resources?’” (Dickens 102). The protagonist’s gradual widening of concern is important because it makes his change during Act Three seem more believable.  
As the Ordeal continues the protagonist learns more and more about the nature of his dilemma through a series of revelations. A revelation is a surprising piece of information, usually about the antagonist (Truby 286). Revelations should become progressively stronger as the story wears on. For instance, in Pride and Prejudice, Elizabeth learns a series of revelations about Mr. Darcy that gradually changes her opinion about him. First she visits Mr. Darcy’s estate and is surprised to find he is well-liked by his staff. Then she learns that he has paid her sister’s suitor a dowry, saving her family from disgrace. Finally she learns that he is responsible for convincing his very wealthy friend Mr. Bingley to propose to another sister, Jane.  
A common revelation is the unmasking of a fake ally. A fake ally is a character that behaves like an ally but is actually part of the forces of antagonism (Truby 285). In Alice in Wonderland, the Mock Turtle seems like the only normal character in the upside-down world of Wonderland, but later he is revealed to be as mad as all the others. Similarly, Mr. Wickham is a false ally in Pride and Prejudice, telling Elizabeth that Darcy stole his fortune but later it’s discovered that he’s a liar.

By the end of Act Two, as the Ordeal comes to an end, another reversal occurs, one that makes it appear as if the forces of antagonism have won, and the hero is at his lowest point because he thinks he won’t achieve his desire (Vogler 170).  In A Christmas Carol, Scrooge experiences his lowest point when the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come takes him to a churchyard and shows him his own neglected grave. In The Catcher in the Rye, it comes after Holden thinks a male teacher has made a pass at him and after sleeping in Grand Central, he walks Manhattan, thinking he might get sucked in the streets and disappear forever like his late brother. 
The final phase of the Ordeal almost always forces a change in the hero and reveals how the story events have affected him (McKee 304). He may arrive at such a low point that his flaw finally destroys him. For example, Gatsby’s obsession with Daisy costs him his life when he takes the blame for her hit-and-run accident with Myrtle Wilson and Myrtle’s husband kills him. Emma, in Madame Bovary, takes arsenic and suffers a horrible death because she can’t face the life she’s wrought due to her preoccupation with wealth and romance.

Alternatively, the hero may realize his flaws no longer serve him and his old ways must die (Snyder, Save the Cat 86). This annihilation of the old self gives the hero almost a godlike vision, which in the Hero’s Journey is called Apotheosis and it’s the point in his arc where he sees the interconnection of all things, and becomes a true hero willing to risk himself for others (Vogler 171-172). For example, in The Secret Garden, Mary, after having a heated run-in with her sickly and foul-tempered cousin Colin, finally realizes that they have both created their ill health out of unhappiness.  Her realization prompts her to help Colin become a more content and robust individual. Similarly, during the Apotheosis in A Christmas Carol, Scrooge says to the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come, “I will honour Christmas in my heart and try to keep it all year. I will live in the Past, the Present, and the Future… I will not shut out the lessons they teach” (Dickens 123).  
Act Three begins when the hero’s new insight is tested by a final challenge; in the Hero’s Journey it’s called the Resurrection (Campbell 193). Sometimes the Resurrection is the final conflict between the protagonist and the antagonist. For example, in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, the Resurrection occurs when Alice is attending the trial of a knave who supposedly stole a tart. The Queen of Hearts, the antagonist, demands sentencing before a verdict is rendered. When Alice questions the Queen’s decision; the Queen calls for her beheading and Alice wakes up, finally realizing that Wonderland is a product of her imagination. 
In A Lesson Before Dying, the Resurrection takes place in Grant’s mind on the day of Jefferson’s execution as he struggles with the concept of freedom.  During this moment of inner conflict, he spies a yellow butterfly and as he watches it fly away, he knows Jefferson is now free.         
Sometimes the Resurrection isn’t a battle or conflict but a demonstration of the protagonist’s new-found knowledge (Vogler 201).  In The Christmas Carol, Scrooge wakes up on Christmas day, alive and unscathed. Instead of going back to his old stingy and insular ways, he raises Bob Crachit’s salary and renews ties with his nephew Fred. In Pride and Prejudice, the Resurrection comes when Elizabeth finally recognizes Mr. Darcy’s worth and accepts his marriage proposal. In The Great Gatsby, Nick learns the lesson that Gatsby should have, i.e., that Daisy is shallow, and he chooses to leave the decadent and materialist  East Coast to return to the Midwest.

Since the Resurrection completes the hero’s character arc it’s crucial that he’s the one who had determined the outcome, and if there’s a final battle, he should not be saved by outside forces (Trottier 19).  For instance, the Resurrection in To Kill a Mockingbird is less satisfying than it could be because Scout, the protagonist, is helpless on the ground while Boo Radley saves her and her brother.  More satisfying is the Resurrection to Secret Garden, when the once sickly and bedridden Colin is able to rush into his father’s arms primarily due to Mary’s efforts on his behalf, i.e., exposing him to the wonders of the Secret Garden and convincing him that his sickness was in his mind.     
During the Resurrection, the theme of the story will usually come to light (Truby 300). In The Catcher in the Rye Holden’s sister Phoebe wants to run away with him, and Holden insists he must go alone. Holden finally tells her he won’t leave, and Phoebe gives him back his favorite hunting hat, a garment he uses as a soother much the way a toddler uses a blanket. As Holden watches Phoebe ride a carousal—a very childish activity--he finally feels content. Later he admits to a breakdown, demonstrating that people who continually run away from adulthood suffer the consequences. 
Similarly, in the Resurrection phase of To Kill a Mockingbird, Boo Radley saves the protagonist, Scout, and her brother Jem, from an attack by an antagonist, Bob Ewell. Boo Radley, an odd antisocial man, stabs Bob but the sheriff concocts an explanation that will keep Boo from being blamed. The incident illuminates the one of the themes of the novel: Innocents should be protected from evil.
The Resurrection is followed by resolution; in the Hero’s Journey it’s called the Return with the Elixir because the protagonist is returning to his normal life with a new perspective whether it be increased wisdom, an enlarged sense of responsibility, or a new commitment to a loved one (Vogler 215). For example, Gone with the Wind is resolved with Scarlett making up her mind to win back Rhett’s affections. In A Lesson Before Dying, a once cynical and atheist Grant returns to teaching, admitting there might be a God and allowing himself to grieve the death of a man whom he’d previously written off. 
During the Return with Elixir, the central dramatic question raised at the end of Act One should finally be answered (Vogler 225). In Pride and Prejudice the dramatic question is: Will Elizabeth set aside her prejudices about Mr. Darcy and discover he is an ideal match for her? The question is answered in the affirmative when Elizabeth consents to marry Darcy. In A Lesson Before Dying the reader wonders if Jefferson will go to his execution as a changed man. The answer comes after his execution when the deputy tells Jefferson, “‘He was the strongest man in that crowded room’” (Gaines 253). 

The resolution should be earned, meaning the protagonist shouldn’t be unduly punished or rewarded, but instead receive an outcome equal to what he has endured throughout the story (Ackerman 111). For example, in Christmas Carol, Scrooge has seen his own possible death, realizes the errors of his ways and desires a second chance; it seems fair and right that he has the chance to correct his wrongs. Similarly, in Gone with the Wind, Scarlett has sabotaged her relationship with Rhett so thoroughly and hurt so many people along the way, a happy ending for her would seem imposed rather than true to the situation.  

Sometimes the Return with the Elixir reveals a final twist (Morell 39). In Alice’s Adventure in Wonderland, readers discover that Alice dreamt all of the novel’s fantastic characters and events. In The Catcher and the Rye, the Resurrection implies that Holden might finally be happy, but the Return with the Elixir reminds us that he’s been sent to a mental hospital of some sort, and his tone suggests he has not yet conquered his demons.

Finally, the resolution ties up any remaining plot threads (McKee 313). For instance, in The Great Gatsby, it’s revealed that neither Daisy nor Tom attended Gatsby’s funeral, and that Tom was indirectly responsible for Gatsby’s death and has no regrets about it. In Madame Bovary, after Emma’s death, her impoverished husband dies and her orphaned daughter is forced to work in a cotton mill.  
Thus far, examples of the three-act structure and the Hero’s journey have been taken from various classic and literary novels, but how would these elements work together in one novel? Would the novel seem too manufactured, too formulaic? 
What follows is a brief examination of the three-act structure and Hero’s Journey in The Accidental Tourist by Anne Tyler.  The Accidental Tourist is a near perfect case study for the application of screenwriting structuring techniques to novels.  Not surprisingly, The Accidental Tourist was adapted for film and it is Tyler’s only novel to secure the number one spot on the New York Times bestseller list. However, it was also nominated for a Pulitzer and won the National Book Critics Circle Award in 1985.   

In Act One, readers are introduced to Macon Leary, the protagonist, and his wife Sarah. Recently their thirteen-year-old son Ethan was murdered. In Macon’s World of Common Day, Macon’s main problem is that his wife is leaving him because she thinks he’s holding back his emotions over Ethan’s death. The problem reveals his psychological weakness, that he is too removed from others and needs to engage with the world more.  His problem also creates an outer desire in Macon: He wants Sarah back, creating the dramatic question, “Can Macon save his marriage?” Readers will infer that his inner desire is to connect with others and properly grieve Ethan. 

Also in the World of Common Day, we learn that Macon writes books for business travelers who would rather not leave home. His occupation reflects his weakness of being disengaged from everything around him.

The Call to Adventure occurs when Macon’s dog acts up, and he’s forced to hire a dog trainer named Muriel. Muriel expresses romantic interest in Macon, but Macon thinks she’s wacky and overly dramatic, and refuses the call. Macon’s dog continues to misbehave, and, after much convincing on Muriel’s part, Macon finally finds himself in a relationship with her, which signifies the beginning of Act Two. 
Muriel’s world (the Belly of the Beast) is the antithesis of Macon’s orderly world in the suburbs. She lives in a working class section of Baltimore, her house is a mess, her life chaotic. She has a son, Alexander, who is sickly and unpopular, completely different from Macon’s late son Ethan. She is a worthy antagonist for Macon because, unlike Macon, she’s completely engaged in the world, relying on neighbors and friends to help her cope as a single mother. 
In the first part of Act Two, the so-called Road of Trials, Macon learns the intricate workings of Muriel’s world and becomes a part of it. A sub plot is introduced at this point. Macon’s homebody sister Rose begins to date Macon’s boss Julian, who is independent and fun-loving. Their relationship reflects the same theme as Macon and Muriel’s, i.e., that a romantic relationship of opposites can heal weaknesses.    

At the midpoint of Act Two (the Approach to the Inmost Cave), a reversal occurs. Macon spends Christmas with Muriel and he enjoys being part of a family unit again. He makes a commitment to his new world by moving in with Muriel and Alexander but in some ways he’s still the same old distant Macon. He refuses to entertain any thoughts of a permanent relationship with Muriel and while he’s widening his area of concern by taking an interest in Alexander’s education, he feels removed from the boy, thinking, “…he was not held responsible. It was a great relief to know that” (227). 
After the midpoint, Macon takes Muriel to Rose’s wedding to Julian and he sees Sarah there. (It’s also the moment when the main plot and sub plot intersect.) His Ordeal begins when his feelings are torn between his new life with Muriel and his old life with Sarah. Muriel is aggressively urging him to make a commitment to her, and Sarah is trying to win him back. Eventually Macon moves back in with Sarah but he still has feelings for Muriel.  Macon reaches his lowest point when he goes to Paris and throws out his back. Muriel has followed him there, and Sarah comes to help him with his work while he’s laid up. Sarah quizzes him about his relationship with Muriel, wanting to know why he’s involved with someone so different. She assumes that Alexander is the attraction and offers to have another baby with Macon.  His Apotheosis arrives when Macon finally realizes that it’s time lose his passivity and fully engage with his world.

Act Three and Macon’s moment of Resurrection begins when Sarah gives Macon a pill for his back and Macon palms it instead of swallowing it. It’s his way of demonstrating that he is no longer going to lie back in an uninvolved fog anymore; he’s going to take control of his own life. The next morning he starts to pack and tells Sara he’s going back with Muriel. Sarah protests saying they are horribly mismatched and Macon agrees but knows she is good for him. This exchange illustrates the theme of The Accidental Tourist--that sometimes we have to step out of our comfort zones to find healing. The Return with the Elixir occurs when Macon takes a cab to the airport and he sees someone who resembles his son Ethan, only at an older age, and it comforts him to think of Ethan moving forward as well, perhaps in Heaven. Afterwards he spots Muriel on the street and asks the driver to stop. During the resolution, the dramatic question is answered.  Macon does not achieve his outer desire to reunite with his wife, but does achieve his inner desire of healing from his son’s death and deepening his connection with others.      
Did Anne Tyler consciously use screenwriting methodology when she plotted The Accidental Tourist? That’s unlikely because while Tyler always delivers on character, wry observations and beautiful writing, she’s not known for her plotting skills.  What’s more plausible is that she’s read so many novels over the years she unconsciously picked up elements of dramatic and mythic structure, and they all came together beautifully in The Accidental Tourist.
  As evidenced above, the structural underpinnings of a prize-winning literary novel and the movie playing at local cineplex are not all that different. One can only speculate as to why there’s such a prejudice against plot in literary circles. Maybe it’s an effort on the part of serious writers to sharply distinguish themselves from genre writers.  Possibly it’s because most academic creative writing programs focus on short stories, and plot is far more manageable in a short story than a novel. Or perhaps it’s simply because some novelists believe that writing a novel is a magical and mystical process, and the use of form will somehow sully and cheapen the experience of creation.  Writers in the latter category might benefit from the advice of the poet and playwright T. S. Elliot who said, “When forced to work within a strict framework the imagination is taxed to its upmost—and will produce its richest ideas. Given total freedom the work is likely to sprawl” (qtd. McKee 133).
Whatever the reason, novelists who give little credence to structure or approach it in a haphazard manner put themselves at a disadvantage. In addition to risking rejection, they might also waste time, spending months or even years in rewrites trying to fix structure. If the structural issues are serious enough, they may be forced to abandon the project altogether.
To save themselves from such hardships, savvy writers should give plotting as much consideration as they do character, setting, and other elements of fiction. Moreover, structural skills can’t be properly learned simply by reading a variety of novels (McKee 15). Until the writer familiarizes himself with the elements of mythic and dramatic structure, recognizes them in other novels and applies them to his own work, he cannot claim mastery of storytelling craft. Once he does, he can test the soundness of his story ideas before spending months and years writing about them, and also greatly increase his chances of crafting a satisfying narrative that will satisfy editors and readers alike.
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