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“Getting help with my writing from old guys in the ancient world? Those are just Aged Sages, long gone and buried. Give me a break. Those old people didn’t even have computers! What could they possibly know?”

Have you ever thought that?

Have you ever realized that—without computers—the Aged Sages constructed pyramids, the Acropolis and the Parthenon, aqueducts and the Coliseum?

In our modern arrogance, we want to think that ancient people can’t teach us anything.

We forget that the Ancients rocked the foundations for everything. They set up the foundations  for math and mechanics, biology and botany, architecture and anatomy, construction and communication. And story, especially story.

Primitive people invented storytelling. Sitting around the fire, savoring the day’s gleanings and hunting, they shared stories. They invented heroes and monsters. They created patterns for the flow of the plot.

The most successful of those patterns continued through repetition to become so ingrained that it is almost genetic.

Carl Jung’s collective unconscious presents that theory: our minds absorbed ancient patterns into our subconscious. While our conscious mind accepts stories with major alterations to the pattern, only those stories that follow the ancient pattern will echo or resonate to our bones.

When we read an ancient story from any culture, we can track these elements of the story pattern.

Joseph Campbell, building on Jung’s work with archetypes, called this story pattern a monomyth. A hero goes on a quest. In the process, he transforms, physically in the most mythic stories and intellectually or emotionally—or both—in modern stories.

Campbell provided the archetypal monomyth to writers in his work The Hero with a Thousand Faces. Christopher Vogler’s The Writer’s Journey: Mythic Structure for Writers presents a more accessible version of Campbell’s theory.

Jump forward a few thousand years from primitive man, living in the pre-history, and we reach the ancient Geeky Greeks (and Romans). These guys considered themselves highly civilized. 

With our modern air conditioning and indoor plumbing, electricity for hairdryers and cell phones, satellites and CT scans, we consider ourselves so much more advanced than the ancients. However, we would have very little without them.

And they are truly Geeky, pursuing reason over emotion:

	Loving learning for its own sake.

	Understanding that knowledge and wisdom are two different things.

	Accepting that lessons come from all aspects of life: wealthy or poor, old or new, real or fantastical.

	Comprehending that a society that smothers challenging thoughts will soon fall.

	Admitting to mistakes that can cripple them, individually and socially.

	Realizing that we create our own doom when we give in to our flaws and weaknesses.

	Building the foundations for architecture, philosophy, the sciences, government and politics. . .  and any communication (through oration and poetry and drama and history).


Without these Geeky Greeks and Romans, who would have built the foundations of any communication—informative and imaginative?

No matter how many modern techniques come out, they are all built on ancient Greek rocks.

We all have favorite devices for considering plot and characters and poetic lines and inspiring insights. Yet when we delve into the foundational layers of communication, we receive an  illumination that will clarify and deepen our writing skills.

And we may encounter new favorites to help us when our writing just stumps us.
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Chapter 1 ~ Rock-Strong Characters by the Giant Greek Geek
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Build a Story’s Foundation
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Aristotle.

Even people who know very little about the ancient Greeks and their world will have heard of the three great Greek philosophers: Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle.

Aristotle came last. He is neither the first nor the last word on writing. Yet he is the Giant.

To place Aristotle in time and thought, it helps to know that he tutored Alexander the Great. Apparently he told the boy’s father Philip of Macedon something along the lines that he had taught young Alexander all that he could. “There’s a lot more knowledge out there,” I can hear him saying, “but he’s not going to learn it.”

You have to admire any teacher willing to speak reality to a parent who is a supreme ruler capable of chopping heads off with the snap of his fingers.

Plato called his student Aristotle “the mind” of The Academy. He truly is. He organized and classified and philosophized on physics, biology, botany, logic, agriculture, medicine, and much, much more.

Look at the insights he gives to writers struggling with a character’s purpose:

	For any Mainstream novel: “We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, then, is not an act, but a habit.”  Repeated behaviors. Habits. Create a character who struggles with these.

	For any Romance genre: “Love is composed of a single soul inhabiting two bodies.”  While attraction pulls people together, compatibility keeps them together.

	For any Action-Adventure genre: “At his best, man is the noblest of all animals; separated from law and justice he is the worst.”  Remove any fairness, create the motivator as selfishness, and you have your antagonist.

	For any text, fiction or nonfiction: “Courage is the first of human qualities because it is the quality which guarantees the others.”  Admirable protagonists stand up first, before rather than with the crowd.


Aristotle reminds all writers of this: “The aim of art is to represent not the outward appearance of things, but their inward significance.”  To build a character, expand beyond those charts that ask for specifics of appearance. Determine the inward motivations, internalized affirmations and dreams, or internalized faults and haunting negative statements.

As part of his examination of the theater, Aristotle studied the great dramatists two and three generations before him. These dramatists—among them Sophocles, Euripides, and Aeschylus—won multiple competitions with their plays.

Whether knowingly or not, the early dramatists happened upon a successful pattern for a play—which translates easily to scripts and novels and short stories as well as poetry cycles. The most important aspect of any successful story is the characters.

	If you write non-fiction (blogs, articles, etc.) or poetry, you also need to study character. Character is your audience, the emotional connection that drives all communication.

	Humans come wired with two focuses: curiosity and amiability. Communication is necessary for both.


1.1 ~ Protagonist

WITHIN THE WORD “PROTAGONIST” is agon, an ancient Greek word which means conflict. That conflict can be internal or external and will create a dilemma for the chief character.

The pro means before. The protagonist is the main character standing before AND confronting that conflict.

This leads to an interesting question: In The Tragedy of Romeo and Juliet, does William Shakespeare intend for Romeo to be one of two protagonists? Or is he Juliet’s antagonist? After all, Romeo creates the dilemma that Juliet must struggle against.

As the protagonist drives to solve the primary problem, internal angst prevents any easy solution to the conflict.

All protagonists as well as other characters should have a Goal, a Motivation for that goal, and a Conflict.[1]

GOALS

External and internal. Tie these together or have a required goal to be sacrificed for another one, and your protagonist will have all the angst you need.

Consider a goal as a desire, someone or thing so precious that to live without it seems impossible. As the story starts, the goal may be shadowy or fully realized. Whichever it is, the story’s development will lead to greater clarification. The goal may even transform into something else. A protagonist making a safe home may discover “home” means something else or needs someone else.

The chapter on Plato will discuss in more detail additional elements for all characters and audience.

MOTIVATIONS

These give characters a driving purpose. This is not a simple list. 

	Why do these characters want that goal?

	What background creates the need for that goal?

	What vacuum in their will or their soul needs to be filled?


Tick off these questions in freewriting about your characters.

Secrets are powerful motivators. What have they hidden from others? What are they attempting to hide from themselves? 

Ulterior motives are those that are remote, further away and therefore more difficult to see. Ulterior also connotes an evil or selfish intent.

The most angst-ridden motives are the ones with a beneficial result for all if the protagonist can get through the malevolence needed to reach the beneficial end.

CONFLICT

Hiding inside the motivations will be a character’s conflict. Your conflicts for all your characters—and your audiences—determine the purposeful reasons for their existences. Internal conflicts are strongest;  external conflicts can be driven by circumstance.

Stories that displeases us the most fall into two categories:

	The protagonist is not active, only reactive. Like a ship tossed in a sea, s/he never takes action to steer the ship or abandon it before it sinks. We expect a protagonist to act, whether those actions have the result intended. In many ways, actions can lead to more conflict as the protagonist deals with unintended consequences for beneficially-intended actions.

	The protagonist feels no angst. S/He must need to sacrifice something. Sacrifice means something dear must be released into uncontrollable chaos. Angst requires sacrifice. If the desired goal is not truly treasured, the threat to it will have no real angst. If actions with dire consequences do not personally affect the protagonist, s/he will experience no angst.


1.2 ~ Antagonist

IN ANTAGONIST, WE AGAIN see agon for conflict. Basically, this conflict-creator provides the struggle against the protagonist.

A protagonist should have antagonists worthy of defeat.

The classic villain as antagonist has a “superhero” schtick: Dudley Dooright saving Nell Fenwick from Snidely Whiplash.

The default for most writers is an antagonist seeking world domination, whether the trope is the classic Rule the World or a merely Queen Bee who controls the drones around her.

True antagonists have a desire more rational and more treasure-able than world domination.

To remove the villainy from your antagonist, give her/him as extensive a GMC as your protagonist. Conflict for your protagonist will immediately be elevated, especially if your antagonist’s goal is short-term and easy yet with long-term results that are horrifying. Society is such that it leans toward short-term rewards even knowing the long-term will come due.

To undermine your protagonist through the actions of a seemingly benevolent antagonist develops anxiety for both protagonist and your reader/audience. When you work through convincing your society of the long-term benefits, the protagonist receives a stronger reward.

Or give your antagonist a secret that s/he keeps at all costs. The antagonist will willingly sacrifice others to keep this secret. S/he will determine that her/his own self matters more—and such arrogance truly defines an antagonist.

If pride does not create a strong enough “sin”, then consider adding or merely focusing on other deadly sins. The gluttonous Queen Bee who needs more and more drones to worship her is a great antagonist. She dare not let her drones drift away, so she keeps firm control—even though she does not truly need more drones (the exact definition of gluttony: to want more and more of what is not needed: video gaming, high-heeled shoes, books print and electronic).

This Queen Bee’s secret could be an early abandonment that motivates her gluttony.

In Aristotle’s day, the antagonist did not exist. Instead, dramatists developed two additional characters:

Deuteragonist

The second (deuter) character on stage who creates conflict for the protagonist yet also has his own disparate conflict. While we now often view the antagonist as a villain, the deuteragonist is more similar to the protagonist.

	The deuteragonist tries to make good decisions, but the road to Hell can be paved with good intentions.

	In Romeo and Juliet, Tybalt is the classic antagonist while Mercutio is a deuteragonist. Mercutio is more interested in having fun than in behaving responsibly. His death sets up Tybalt’s murder by Romeo and the subsequent banishment that leads to Juliet’s Act IV dilemma.


Tritagonist

Again, like the deuteragonist, a character with his own conflict that puts him in opposition to the protagonist yet does not make her/him villainous.

	Friar Laurence is an example of the tritagonist. He is a good guy trying to do the right thing yet still suffering. Romeo’s tutor, as a priest, he is motivated by a strong desire to cause a peaceful resolution to the feud between the Montagues and Capulets. His heart is in the right place. He counsels reason over strong emotion. Only an accident of fate delays his message about Juliet’s death-like sleep from reaching Romeo. And another accident of fate delays his arrival at the tomb in time to prevent both suicides. As he says in his final pathetic speech, “I am the greatest (in knowledge of the true events), able to do the least.”

	Count Paris is another example of a tritagonist. He is never in conflict with Romeo except in the final futile fight at the end. He intends no harm to Juliet with his offer of marriage. As we discover, he truly loved her.


As both Friar Laurence and Count Paris show us, the tritagonist intends no conflict, yet conflict evolves from their actions.

The deuteragonist and the tritagonist teach the modern writer to create more angst in a story with an antagonist who is not a villain. Villains are easy to create and knock down, straw men with no real impelling action. In life, we encounter such straw men rarely.

And art should imitate life (Aristotle’s mimesis, in the next chapter).

The modern writer should consider the story’s antagonist as more than a flatboard character.

Modern antagonists have their own GMC, and the additional deuteragonist and tritagonist will add their individual angsts to a story which now has stronger emotional power.

1.3 ~ Two More Character Types

CHORUS 

IN ANCIENT DRAMA, THE chorus literally was a group of people chanting information while they moved in choreographed steps.

Characters who swirl around the protagonist without serving to create conflict are examples of the chorus. When writers have the characters dance around issues and bring up problems without providing solutions, then we the audience see the modern chorus in action.

The Chorus then and now has three roles:

	Announces entrances = Who is that person? In dramas, we need such statements. Writers of plays can say, “John called. He’s coming over,” then when a knock comes on the door, we anticipate who is there. The writer does not need dialogue for this and can handle it through the narrative information, but to have such information in dialogue cuts down on the dreaded info dump.

	Provides exposition = background, setting, situational information, and reactions. The writer primarily performs this job in novels and stories and poetry cycles. Having this information enacted by a chorus member creates more interest. 	Avoid info dump. Deciding how and how much and where to drop in necessary information is a tricky job for a writer. Reveal it slowly, a drop at a time, sometimes via hints as opposed to actual statements. Not “It was a snowy day” but the descriptive “Clarissa lifted her face, and the icy snowflakes kissed her cheeks” or the dialogue “Don’t you love snowy days?” Marilyn gushed.

	Never shove all your research and background into the story. Only add what is most necessary. You may have written an entire history and genealogy. Only mention the single grandparent whose death is crucial to your revenge plot.

	A chorus member can serve as a mentor. Through that interaction, the protagonist has the opportunity to examine what has occurred in the past as well as to decide where to go next.



	A chorus helps to provide social commentary and the expected reactions (emotional and logical) that the writer wants the audience to have. A good friend can guide our protagonist and also our readers to the reaction needed.


Juliet’s Nurse is a good example of a chorus. 

	Through her, we learn Juliet’s age.

	When Juliet learns she is to meet Count Paris at her parents’ party, the Nurse gives us the expected reaction to the proposed betrothal as well as basic information: “He’s a man of wax” and “a flower”, giving direction to the casting people that Paris should be a handsome young man who dresses in the height of fashion; in modern terms, a metrosexual. (This is exposition by a chorus-like character.)

	After Juliet’s marriage and Romeo’s banishment, the Nurse says, “I think it best you married with the county,” showing an easy way out of the dilemma that the honorable Juliet immediately rejects (social commentary).

	Since the play’s end comes so quickly, the audience has no time to mourn the deaths. Shakespeare reveals the mourning at the end of Act IV, when the Nurse mourns Juliet in her supposed death: “She’s dead, deceased, she’s dead; alack the day!  O woeful, woeful, woeful day.” (emotional reactions)


DEUS EX MACHINA

Aristotle’s last “character” is the deus ex machina, “god out of the machine”.

In some early Greek myths, the protagonist winds up in such difficulties that he cannot escape his doom.

	Orpheus, when he looks back too soon and loses his wife a second time.

	Psyche, when she peeks into the box and falls into a deathlike sleep.

	Oedipus, when he pokes out his eyes.


Greek myths can be depressing. Virtually every protagonist in the major stories works toward his doom. The Roman epics have protagonists who fulfill their destiny—much happier myths.

Orpheus and Oedipus do not escape their misery. Psyche does when Cupid kisses her awake, a first Sleeping Beauty myth. (Oh, wait, that’s Roman. No wonder it’s an HEA ending.)

A better example of DexM is the story of Medea and Jason.

The wronged Medea has wreaked her horrible revenge by killing Jason’s new bride and his father-in-law and her own children with Jason. He would kill her if he did not fear her. Before the population of Corinth can rise against her for destroying the royal family, she escapes in her dragon-drawn chariot.

She escapes in that same chariot when she attempts to poison Theseus.

This dragon-drawn chariot—to which no other Greek myth outside of Medea makes reference—is the perfect example of the god out of the machine, a coincidental circumstance that allows a character to escape doom.

Does modern literature have examples of DexM? Of course.

William Golding’s Lord of the Flies has the







	In the first film, the escape pods are mentioned and accessed, at least once each, before Ripley (Sigourney Weaver) climbs into one to abandon ship.

	In the second, her use of the motorized Power-Loader hyster that helps her fight and defeat the alien queen is introduced early on. Not only is it previewed, but it also provides character background and sets up a reason for later moments of sexual tension between Ripley and Hicks (Michael Biehn, young and buff).





1.4 ~ In Conclusion
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