Writing a Synopsis


A. Conveying the Theme of your Novel or Book: 



1. My book is a legal thriller, a western, science fiction/fantasy; romance.

2. Don’t: my book is a legal thriller that takes place in a western town on the planet Zuron in which the main character is a 12 year old boy reaching adolescence.

3. Agents and editors want to know if the book is right for them. They want to know if they can sell it, which means they want to know how they would market it, which means they want to know where in a bookstore it would be placed. 



B.  Don’t throw in the kitchen sink:

1. Convey only the main story line – Protagonist and antagonist.

a. You don’t have to tell the agent or editor everything. You only have to get them interested enough to ask to read your manuscript.

b. Who are the main characters and what is the central conflict that propels

your novel from its start to its finish. How will your main character be taken out of his/her comfortable world and placed in jeopardy and what obstacles will he or she need to overcome in order to achieve her ultimate goal. Who is primarily going to try to keep her from achieving that goal.

c. Start by writing one paragraph that describes your story. That should be the story’s central theme.  



C. The Writer Understands Classic Story Structure)

Beginning

· Ordinary world

· Call to adventure

· Refusal of the call

· Meeting with mentor

· Crossing over the threshold 

Middle:

· Friends, Tests and Allies

· Approaching the inner most cave

· The Inner most cave 

 End:

· Seizing the reward 

· Return with the reward

· The Resurrection

· The reward

· Ordinary world – Most stories are about someone who is taken out of the comfort zone of his or her world and thrown into a different world.

Sometimes this is dramatic:

· Dorothy - from Kansas to OZ

· Ishmael - from whaling town onto the Peaquad

· Luke Skywalker – farm boy on a planet to fighting for the universe in space

Sometimes it is more subtle

· David Sloane – from San Francisco to West Virginia

· Joe Hilldorfer – From Seattle, Washington to Soda Springs Idaho
 

· Elvis Cole – Los Angeles PI to LA Homicide

In order to appreciate this new world with new rules and new friends and new enemies, we have to see the character living in his ordinary world. 

Other Examples:

Jaws:
Harry Potter:  

What is your characters ordinary world? 

· Call to adventure – Inevitably, something will cause the character to have to decide to leave the comfort of his ordinary world. This intervening cause can either be forced upon the character or come about naturally, as with a prosecutor assigned to take on a certain case. The is the problem or the challenge or the adventure that the character must undertake.   
Sometimes this is dramatic:

· Dorothy – Mrs. Gulch is coming to have Toto destroyed.

· Ishmael - from whaling town onto the Peaquad –He chooses adventure. But in the beginning of the book he tells you that he must go. Every few years when his legs no longer feel right on land. He is called to adventure.

Sometimes it is job related.

· Joe Hilldorfer – Joe is at home on his West Seattle deck when the phone rings and his SAC tells him he has to fly to Soda Springs, Idaho to look into a case of an industrial accident.
 

Sometimes the call can be very quick. (Thrillers in general)

· Denzel Washington – Crimson Tide He walks in the door to his daughter’s birthday and the phone is literally wringing. 

Other Examples

Jaws

Harry Potter 

What is your characters Call to Adventure? 

· Refusal of the call -  This is where the character realizes the call to adventure will not be without some danger and he becomes fearful, reluctant, or simply takes a moment to ponder his fate. Normally there will also be an intervening act that will push the character to action – like it or not (intervening cause) 
 Sometimes this is dramatic:

· Dorothy – running away runs into Professor Marvel who convinces her she must go home her aunt is sick. But on the way home the tornado hits. 

· Ishmael – As he is about to board the Peaquad, a bedgraggled man steps from the shadows of the dock to issue a warning that all save one will die – the man’s name is Elijah. But others convince him the man is crazy.

· Luke Skywalker – he says no to Obi Wan Kenobi then goes home to find his aunt and uncle killed and property burned.

Sometimes it can be personal.

· David Sloane – Goes back to his apartment and finds it trashed and a sweet old lady murdered.

· Eragon – fails to tell his uncle of the dragon. He is told by Brom, a man in town that dragons can bring trouble. By the time he gets back to the farm his uncle is killed and the farm destroyed.

Other Examples:

Jaws

Harry Potter 

How does your character refuse the call and why?

· Meeting with mentor – This is flexible in the story structure, but at some point the hero usually needs a mentor, someone to show him the way in the new world. 

· Dorothy – Glenda the Good Witch of the West

· Ishmael – the Indian Kwiqueg. 

· Luke Skywalker – Obi Wan Kenobi who asks Luke to join the fight

· Joe Hilldorfer – His SAC in Seattle who is a pessimist and nay-sayer and acts to raise the tension in the story, but also for the writers to get across a point. Environmental prosecutions are losers.
 

Other examples: 

Jaws

Harry Potter 

Who is your character’s mentor? How doe they meet in the story and what purpose does he serve?  

· Crossing over the threshold – the hero is committed to the adventure, for whatever the reason and enters into the new world. This is the moment when the ship sails, the space ship is launched, the wagon gets going.  

· Dorothy – the house lands and she opens the front door.

· Ishmael – the Peaquad sets sail and all the towns people come out to see it off.

· Luke Skywalker – the spaceship takes off. 

· Joe Hilldorfer – He steps off the plane in Pocatello to begin his investigation. Then he steps onto the Evergreen property.
 

· David Sloane – Gets on a plane and flies to West Virginia .

Other Examples

Jaws

Harry Potter

What is the threshold your character must cross?

Middle:

· Tests, Allies and Enemies – Once across the first threshold, the hero naturally encounters new challenges, tests, and enemies and to realize that she is no longer in the comfort of her ordinary world. 

· Dorothy – Sets off along the yellow brick road. She encounters the Scarecrow, who can talk, but can’t get off the fence. The Tin man who can walk and talk but can’t move. The Lion who can talk but lacks any courage. She encounters The Wicked Witch of the West who lights the scarecrow on fire, threatens to turn the tin man into a bee hive, poisons the poppies and issues a warning to all of the inhabitants of OZ. 

· Joe Hilldorfer – In Pocatello he meets the firemen who tried to rescue Scott Dominguez and Scott’s co-workers and his family. He also meets Alan Elias, who is cunning and smart and who will always be one step ahead of Hilldorfer. Hilldorfer will face an enemy who tampers with the evidence, who gets a witness to change his story and who is so well connected, even a powerful former Governor in town will do him favors to try to get him off.
 

· David Sloane – He meets up with Joe Branick’s sister Aileen Blair who helps him get into Joe’s office in Washington, but also River’s Black, who changes the plan and Sloane is in the Oval Office. He meets Tom Molia who shares information in the investigation, but also White House Chief of Staff Parker Madsen, who is determined to keep a 30-year old secret, secret.

Other examples: 

Jaws

Harry Potter. 

Identify your characters friends and enemies?

What tests must your character pass?

· Approaching the Inner Most Cave – This is where the hero must come to fulfill her quest. It is the place in the new world where the danger is gravest. It is the land of the dead. It is a place that the hero cannot avoid. She must face this challenge to succeed.
· Dorothy – She is kidnapped and taken to the castle of the Wicked Witch

· Joe Hilldorfer – He must go into the Federal Courthouse in Pocatello, a place that has not been friendly to him or his investigations.
 

· David Sloane – He must go into the Oval Office of the Presient of the United States.

Other examples: 

Jaws

Harry Potter. 

What is your characters innermost cave? 

· The Story Climax – The Supreme Ordeal – The Innermost Cave  – This is the bleakest moment in the story, when the hero is faced with his greatest fear and the real prospect of death. Here is where he faces the forces of darkness.  This is the moment when the Hero must apear to die, or to have lost. 
· Dorothy – This is the moment where the Wicked Witch of the West can’t remove the slippers while Dorothy is alive and thus gives her minutes to live before she is to kill her.

· Joe Hilldorfer – This is the moment in which it appears that Allan Elias is going to walk away free and Hilldorfer’s two year investigation will again be for naught.
 

· David Sloane – This is the moment in which Sloane is shot and while he lay dying is going to have to watch another woman he loves brutally murdered. 

Other examples: 

Jaws

Harry Potter. 

Identify your character’s Supreme Ordeal - 

End:

· Seizing the Reward – The hero does not die, but instead somehow survives to seize his reward. It is the special weapon that is needed, or the special understanding.  

· Dorothy – Survives and receives the Wicked Witch’s broom stick as her reward. 

· Joe Hilldorfer – The Jury stands tall and convicts Allan Elias.
 

· David Sloane – Sloane lives. He has outsmarted his opponent and shoots him dead. His reward is the knowledge that will be imparted to him by Charles Jenkins about who he truly is.

Other examples: 

Jaws

Harry Potter. 

What is the reward the hero receives in your story? 

· The Road Back (Return with the reward) – Though the hero has seized the reward, he is not yet out of the woods. This is when the bad guys coming roaring back. 
· Dorothy – This is where Dorothy returns to OZ with the broomstick only to be told by the Great and Powerful Oz to come back tomorrow. 

· Joe Hilldorfer – After the trial, Elias remains free, hires an appellate team and gets nearly all of the charges against him dismissed on a technicality. He is going to walk away free.
 

· David Sloane – This is when Sloane must face the President, who remains defiant and places Sloane in a morale predicament.

Other examples: 

Jaws  

Harry Potter. 

How do the enemies in your story come back?  

· The Resurrection – This is the final life and death moment. The moment when the hero’s and the audience’s hopes seem lost. It is the moment when the hero appears dead only to rise again. 
· Dorothy –Watches in horror as the balloon takes off without her, her hopes of going home gone. But then the Good Witch returns to tell her that she has always possessed the power to return home. The Scarecrow asks her, “What have you learned?” And she replies to never look for happiness beyond her own backyard. 

· Joe Hilldorfer – In Court he fears that Allan Elias, finally being sentenced, will flee the courtroom and never return. But then the Judge does something no other Judge did. He locks down the courtroom, a symbolic gesture that environmental criminals will no longer escape, and Hilldorfer’s faith in the system his restored.
 

· David Sloane – Sloane spares the President’s life by making a sacrifice of his own, the ultimate self-less act. His resurrection, like Dorothy’s is more a spiritual one because he has learned that revenge does not bring satisfaction and that in the end what is important is not just who he is, but what kind of man he will be.

Other examples: 

Jaws

Harry Potter. 

Identify the moment of Resurrection for your hero -

· The Reward

· Dorothy – She returns home to Kansas with the knowledge there is no place like home.

· Joe Hilldorfer – he returns to Seattle with new hope that his job is not a waste of time and that he can make a difference in people’s lives.
 

· David Sloane – He joins with Tina in Seattle and begins the family he never had growing up. He also finds himself on the other side of the courtroom from those companies he used to defend.

Other examples: 

Jaws

Harry Potter. 

What is the ultimate reward your hero obtains?  
How has the journey changed him so that the reward is different? 

� The Writer’s Journey by Christopher Volger.
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