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    Introduction


    



    I love TV series. Like novels, they allow storytellers to explore more complex storylines and characters yet, like feature films, they rely on visual storytelling.


    TV development also tends to give more creative control to writers and producers than directors, which from a writer’s point of view is quite an attractive proposition.


    For many, series have become a medium just as exciting as feature films. Today, the stigma sometimes attached to TV — many used to look down on television or streaming compared to cinema — has gone and countless A-List writers, directors and actors previously associated only with feature films have successfully embraced a TV series career.


    The border between television and cinema is much more porous than it was a few decades ago, when you had to choose one or the other early on and that initial choice often defined the rest of your career.


    TV and especially streaming have become a coveted medium, and there has never been a better time to break into the business. Although the streamers’ spending spree of the early 2020s is definitely over, everyone is still looking for good stories.


    However, series are technically and creatively more challenging to develop than feature films, so whether you come from a film background or not, it’s essential to master some aspects of storytelling and script development specific to this medium in order to break into the series business successfully.


    I have over twenty-five years of experience in the Film and TV script development process, having been involved as a screenwriter, development exec, story editor and creative consultant, working with major studios and broadcasters (Warner Bros, Working Title, Universal, Film4, StudioCanal) as well as independent producers. Over the last five years, I’ve designed a popular online course and live workshop on series development that complements this book.


    Writing a Successful TV Series is not a theoretical essay for academics or critics but a practical guide for Film and TV creatives. Its main purpose is to resolve one problem and answer one question: How to get a TV series project picked up and made and how to reach a wide audience without limiting creative freedom.


    It was written to help you identify design issues in your series and address them as early as possible in the development process. It should also help you find the best way to present and sell your concepts, increase the chances of getting your projects made and reach a wide audience at home and abroad, whether they’re written in the English language or not.


    It’s intended for anyone involved creatively in developing TV series projects, including writers, directors, producers, story editors, creators, showrunners — regardless of their experience level. The more experienced, the more you should get out of this book. It should also be a perfect match for experienced film creatives wanting to branch out into TV series, or for experienced TV creatives who wish to look at their craft from a new perspective and possibly add a few instruments to their toolbox.


    In this book, we’ll dive into how successful series are designed, which is entirely different from the way they are superficially formatted (and I’m not talking about script format here but story format).


    Nearly every book about series writing insists on shaping an episode using some variation of an artificial format in two, three, four or five logistical acts, with or without a teaser, and claims that this format is needed to “structure” an episode. However, none of them explain how series are actually designed underneath (at series, season and episode level), which is a key factor to their success.


    Understanding the crucial difference between the dramatic design of series, seasons, storylines, episodes or scenes and the logistical format used by most in the industry to describe series episode “structure” will transform your approach to TV series development, irrespective of your level of experience.


    It will give you more creative freedom because you’ll be liberated from unnecessary constraints, yet you’ll also be able to create stronger concepts and design better series, while still delivering the requested format for each show.


    We’ll also discuss how different types of series or series types (procedural, serial, sitcom, limited, anthology etc.) require different design approaches, and how choosing the right type of story or story-type (plot-led, character-led, theme-led or exception) at series, season and episode level can make or break your project.


    Choosing the wrong combination of series type and story-type is the root cause of many series failures, whether at concept stage, during the first season or afterwards. Quite a few series run out of steam because their creator didn’t realise that, by choosing a given story-type for the first season, they had boxed themselves in, preventing a viable season two, even when the first season has been a major success.


    We’ll discuss how managing information — dramatic irony, surprise, mystery, suspense — adds an essential dimension to series writing. Mastering this third dimension of screenwriting — the first two being managing conflict and character evolution — is going to dramatically increase the quality of your series design as well as their ability to attract and retain their intended audience, globally.


    We’ll explore the way in which Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is running the show and how we can use it to understand how non-English language series such as Squid Game, Occupied or Money Heist (La Casa de Papel) became global hits.


    Overall, we’ll detail the flexible yet powerful tools and techniques needed to conquer this popular medium, focusing particularly on getting your series commissioned. We’ll discuss the most efficient strategies for pitching your series, creating an irresistible bible / pitch deck, a compelling pilot, unforgettable characters and addictive storylines, all essential aspects of project development. We’ll look at case studies for successful pilots / first episodes such as Stranger Things and Killing Eve, while drawing examples from many more hit shows.


    Finally, if you’d like to go further in applying these concepts to your projects at season level, you’ll have the opportunity to join a companion course and descend even deeper into extensive case studies. We’ll look into detailed scene breakdowns, strands maps and storylines at episode and season level to study the actual design of successful series such as Stranger Things, Sex Education, Big Little Lies and Occupied, as well as exceptions such as Happy Valley, Fleabag and Mr Robot.


    No other book or online course offers such a detailed analysis of so many different shows, and how they are designed at series, season, storyline and episode level. This in-depth reverse-engineering will reveal how successful series are actually designed by masters of this medium, so that you can design your own and, hopefully, reach similar success.


    Right, let’s dive into it, starting with how to make the most of this book.

  


  



  
    How to Make the Most of This Book


    Although you can absolutely read this book and get a lot out of it without any preparation, a significant part of Writing a Successful TV Series explores how we can apply the Story-Type Method to series writing specifically.

  


  



  
    Preparation


    Option 1 (for perfectionists): If you aren’t familiar with this new approach to screenwriting, I invite you to read the first volume in the series, Screenwriting Unchained or take the Advanced Script Development online course (www.screenplayunlimited.com/online-courses/) before going through this book, to familiarise yourself with the advanced tools and techniques that can be used with any kind of screenwriting, including series.


    This is how the Story-Type Method series of books is designed: Any volume can be read independently, but they all build on the concepts, tools and techniques detailed in the first volume / main online course, which introduces the method itself and explores the toolbox.


    Option 2 (for those short on time or money): I understand that you might not want to splurge on another volume or invest in an online course when you’ve just purchased this book, so if you’re willing to compromise a little, you’ll find a link to download a free sampler of Screenwriting Unchained (first seventy pages) at the end of this book in If You Want to Find Out More... The sampler includes the introduction and the first chapter, providing an overview of the method up to and including the section on Maslow, with many info-graphs and examples. You’ll also find an extra 10% discount off the Advanced Development online course, should you decide to go that route after reading the sampler.


    Option 3 (for those in a hurry): Finally, for those who don’t have the time to read the free sampler, I’ve included in this book a twenty-page introduction to the method, written from a slightly different perspective. This crash-course comes from a free online presentation called The Three Dimensions of Screenwriting that you can also watch (with animated info-graphs) at www.screenplayunlimited.com/3d-of-screenwriting/registration or explore as a mini-course at www.screenplayunlimited.com/courses/the-three-dimensions-of-screenwriting/.


    You’ll find this quick overview just after this section — it should be a great help to anyone new to the method. However, if you find it too intense, please consider one of the other two options for preparation, as I have a lot more time there to introduce concepts and develop them. If you’re already familiar with my approach, feel free to skip this overview and go directly to the first chapter.

  


  



  
    Reference Tools


    Although I’ll define some of the concepts detailed in Screenwriting Unchained in this book, I’ll inevitably use terms that you might not be familiar with if you haven’t read the first volume.


    To overcome this hurdle, besides the inclusion of the Three Dimensions of Screenwriting section at the beginning, I’ve added a Story-Type Method Glossary at the end of this book, with definitions of the most important concepts, as well as references to chapters where they are discussed in more detail, both in this book and in other volumes.

  


  



  
    Case Studies


    I suggest you watch the first season — or at least the first episode — of Stranger Things and Killing Eve, as we’ll use them for our main case studies at the end of chapters 2 and 3.


    The companion online course includes further case studies. I’m able to go into more detail in these as, compared to the written page, videos are a more effective way to go through colour-coded storylines, episodes and strands maps.


    If you haven’t done so already, I also recommend that you watch the first season of Sex Education, Big Little Lies and Occupied (the other main case studies in the companion course) as I draw many examples from these series in this book.


    I’ll occasionally refer to these detailed case studies and to the companion course to remind you that this resource is available to further your understanding and provide additional help with the development of your projects.


    Please look at the If You Want to Find Out More… section at the end of this book for more information on how to access free content and how to receive an additional discount for the online courses, including the TV Series add-on.


    



    Right. Enough preamble. Time to begin our TV series journey!

  


  

  
    A Quick Overview: The Three Dimensions of Screenwriting


    As explained in the previous section, feel free to skip this quick overview and go directly to Chapter 1 (Trends, Series Type and Conventional Series Format) if you’re already familiar with the Story-Type Method and don’t feel the need for a refresher.


    Before I start to explain what I call the three dimensions of screenwriting, I’d like to clarify how this approach is radically different from anything you already know about screenwriting and script development and why understanding this difference is key to getting unstuck and becoming more successful.


    So, let’s start with a simple question. What if screenwriting was like an iceberg and great storytellers were masters of story structure — the submerged, invisible side — but most screenwriting gurus were only talking about the visible part: the theories, formulas, the paradigms often used to discuss screenwriting?


    Ever since Syd Field started talking about a 3-Act structure a few decades ago, newer approaches have tried to go beyond this simplistic approach by adding more acts or steps, becoming even more prescriptive, instead of looking at what was wrong in the approach itself, which is the fact that it’s logistical — based on pages or minutes — rather than dramatic.


    Three, four, five acts, eight sequences, fifteen beats, twenty-two steps... You name it. The visible part is about story format. It tells you how to cut your story into smaller, more manageable parts in a prescriptive way, which only leads to more predictable stories. It’s not about story structure.


    Making this crucial distinction is the first step towards resolving your script development problems. So let’s dig deeper and explain the difference between story structure and story format:


    
      [image: ]
    

  


  

  
    Story Format: The Visible Side of the Story Iceberg


    Let’s start with story format, the visible side of the story iceberg.


    “Story format” is the term we’ll use to describe any superficial approach that dictates the use of a set number of parts with a fixed number of pages or minutes — so again, it could be 3, 4, 5 acts, 8 sequences and/or plot points, such as 15 beats, 22 steps, and so on.


    This is what I call a logistical approach. It’s about format, not structure. It allows you to divide all scripts superficially, but it doesn’t help you to design the story from a structural point of view. This approach is rooted in the past and really has no place in modern storytelling.


    For example, in theatre, we needed to have act breaks to replace burning candles regularly, so we had plays in five acts. In the cinema, we had to replace reels of films during projection, so we had eight sequences. In broadcast TV, we have commercial breaks, so we have four or five acts for a one-hour episode, or seven acts for a TV movie. But all this is gone. With streaming, for example, we no longer have commercial breaks (except on the lowest tiers).

  


  

  
    Story Structure: The Underlying Design


    So, let’s look at story structure now, which is the part that almost no one talks about.


    Weirdly enough, what’s going to help us go beyond the 3-Act structure is the 3-Act structure.


    I’m talking about mastering the dramatic 3-Act structure. So instead of a vague beginning, middle, and end, we will use three dramatic acts to design our story: before, during, and after a main dramatic action or evolution. This approach is very flexible because, unlike logistical acts, dramatic acts can be as short or as long as you need them to be, for each specific story. We’ll expand on this crucial difference shortly.


    Unlike the logistical 3-Act structure, defined in pages or minutes, the dramatic 3-Act structure also has a fractal aspect, which means that you can use it to design not only the whole story, but also its parts: scenes, sequences, acts, subplots, storylines, episodes and seasons.


    And so, mastering the dramatic 3-Act structure is simply going to revolutionise your approach to script development because suddenly you have a tool that you can use to develop any dramatic story, from a simple scene to a ten-season serial with fifteen different storylines.


    It will not only help you to clarify the way you design any story, it will also help you to improve your scene writing, to write and design action sequences, or to deal with complex, multi-stranded and non-linear storytelling often found in TV series. More on this to come.

  


  

  
    Managing Information


    Another crucial part of story structure is managing information: Using tools such as mystery, surprise, suspense, and most importantly, dramatic irony as key design elements for many stories, especially exceptions.


    We’re going to talk more about managing information soon, but let me just define these terms quickly. Mystery is when you give enough information to the audience for them to become aware that there is something they don’t know; surprise is when you suddenly reveal information that they didn’t expect; suspense can only happen when the audience is aware of a danger, whether it’s physical or psychological; and dramatic irony is when you give information to the audience, but keep that information from at least one character (the “victim” of the dramatic irony).


    As you can see, all these tools have one thing in common: They are about how much or how little the audience knows in the story.


    Mastering managing information is crucial because it will help you not only to create more subtle, more complex and more emotionally powerful stories, it will also help you to handle most exceptions — stories that don’t fit into any of the main story-types, which leads us to the next point.

  


  

  
    Understanding Story-Types


    Finally, understanding story-types is another essential aspect of story structure: designing each individual story according to its true nature, instead of trying to force all stories into the same one-size-fits-all, prescriptive mould.


    Very briefly, I’ve identified three main types of story, or story-types: plot-led, when the protagonist struggles primarily with an external problem (antagonistic characters or nature); character-led, when the protagonist fights primarily an internal problem and needs to change; and theme-led, when the main problem in the story lies in society.


    This is crucial because depending on its type, you’re going to design and write your story differently. Identify the right story-type for your project — or how to best handle it as a hybrid or an exception — and its dramatic engine will fire on all cylinders. Fail to identify your story-type — or how it works as a hybrid or exception — and your story engine will break.


    These key aspects of story structure — mastering the dramatic 3-Act structure, managing information, understanding story-types — are part of what’s going to help you make the difference between story format and story structure. We’ll talk about these briefly in this overview, but for a full explanation, please look at the first and second options for preparation in How to Make the Most of This Book.


    So, what does this mean for screenplay development? The reason scripts get stuck is often because those involved in the development process use tools that only tackle the visible part: story format. To improve the underlying design, to get stronger screenplays, we have to use structural tools. We have to master the invisible part: story structure.


    This is what’s going to help you get to a draft that’s not just different, but stronger.

  


  

  
    The Dramatic 3-Act Structure


    As we said, one of the key parts of story structure is the dramatic 3-Act structure, so let’s take a bit more time to explore what it is and how it can help you design your story.


    As soon as the audience understands "Who wants what and why?" in a story, a sequence or a scene, we define what we call a main dramatic action, and we can use that to divide the story, the sequence or the scene in three dramatic acts.


    
      [image: ]
    


    

    The first dramatic act is everything that happens before the dramatic action, before we understand who the protagonist is, what they want, what their motivation is and what stands in their way. It’s usually fairly short — say five to fifteen minutes in a feature film or a one-hour episode — but it has no set length.


    Dramatic Act 2 shows the main dramatic action itself, so the protagonist trying to reach a conscious goal and facing obstacles.


    And dramatic Act 3 shows the consequences of this dramatic action, after we give an answer to what we call the dramatic question, the question that sustains the interest of the audience over most of the story: Will the protagonist reach their goal? Will they get what they want? Once you answer that question, the audience loses interest, so dramatic Act 3 tends to be very short, often just a few minutes in a feature film.


    So we have three dramatic acts in a classically structured story because we have before, during, and after the main dramatic action. Nothing to do with page numbers or minutes and everything to do with how the audience understands and experiences the story.


    This flexible approach leads you to focus on what matters from a story design point of view, on what allows the audience to get emotionally involved rather than on simply ticking boxes to force every story into a logistical format defined by a rigid formula.


    What we’ve called character-led stories are a bit more complex than this, but they follow the same pattern. If what’s primarily at stake in the story is defined by what the character needs rather than what the character wants, we also have three dramatic acts: before, during, and after a main dramatic evolution.


    In this case, the protagonist is primarily facing an internal obstacle and is unaware of the goal they need to reach. The dramatic question becomes whether they’ll find a way to change, to move on or to resolve their internal problem.


    So, what does all of this allow you to achieve? Well, once you understand how the dramatic 3-Act structure works, you can apply it to everything.


    If you want to, you can use it to design the whole story, irrespective of the number of logistical acts, whether it’s three, four, five, or seven acts. For example, a Shakespeare play in five logistical acts, such as Hamlet, is designed in three dramatic acts. A one-hour TV episode, formatted in four or five logistical acts, is usually designed in three dramatic acts as well, especially if it’s a procedural.


    But does this mean you end up with a vast, shapeless second act? Not at all, because as we’ll see in the next info-graph, the beauty of the dramatic 3-Act structure is that you can also use it to design parts of the story: dramatic acts, sequences, scenes, storylines, and subplots. This is what we call the fractal aspect of the dramatic 3-Act structure.


    
      [image: ]
    


    As you can see in this info-graph, you can use the fractal aspect of the dramatic 3-Act structure to divide a dramatic Act 2 that takes up most of a classically designed feature film or series episode into dramatic sequences (six in this example, but it could be fewer or more).


    Each of these dramatic sequences — as shown for Sequence 2 above — can be designed in three dramatic acts, like a mini-movie. Usually, each dramatic sequence explores a subgoal: a different but connected way for the protagonist to try to reach their goal.


    Most scenes in a sequence can also be designed in three dramatic acts, with a clear protagonist and goal at scene level, as illustrated with Scene 3 of Sequence 2 in this info-graph.


    You can also use this fractal aspect of the dramatic 3-Act structure to design meta stories such as a film franchise, or seasons, storylines and even an entire TV series. For example, the whole of the original Bourne trilogy is designed in three dramatic acts, with a main dramatic question over Bourne's past and his ability to remember it. The five seasons of Breaking Bad are also designed in three dramatic acts, shaped around Walter White’s evolution.


    This aspect of the dramatic 3-Act structure is especially useful if you’re developing exceptions, multi-stranded narratives or TV series because you can apply it at any story level.


    If you take only one thing out of this quick overview, make it this: Mistaking story format for story structure is the root of the vast majority of story design problems. Understanding this can be a game changer in the way you handle script development. Mastering the dramatic 3-Act structure constitutes a key step towards achieving this.


    Unfortunately, we can’t dive further into the dramatic 3-Act structure and the difference between dramatic acts and logistical acts, but if you’d like to find out more about this and register for the online presentation mentioned in How to Make the Most of This Book, you’ll get access to a 14-minute video from the Advanced Development course where I explain this in more detail.


    Of course, story structure and screenplay development aren’t just about the dramatic 3-Act structure, which is only one essential aspect of it.


    So let’s look at managing information now, the second key aspect of story structure in the “story iceberg”. A good way to visualise this is through what I call the three dimensions of screenwriting.


    The first two dimensions are directly connected to the dramatic 3-Act structure and to a main dramatic action or evolution, but the third dimension adds an essential layer that is almost never taught or discussed, yet can make or break your story.

  


  

  
    The Three Dimensions of Screenwriting


    For me, when you design a story, everything starts with character. Let’s keep it simple for now and put aside multi-stranded narratives or TV series with many storylines and different protagonists. Let’s say that we’re talking about a single protagonist in a feature film or a TV movie.


    Your character is the centre of your story, and if we don’t care about your character, you don’t have a story. We don’t need to like them conceptually, as in sympathy — liking who they are and rooting for what they’re trying to achieve — but we need to feel for them, as in empathy: understanding their conflicts, desires, and motivation so we can identify with them emotionally.


    This involves everything that is static about the character, including their backstory, what happens before the story starts. But this is just a point in the following diagram, no dimension yet:
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    The first dimension, as shown in the next diagram, comes when you define a main dramatic action. A conscious want or goal for the protagonist. For example, if the story is plot-led, if the protagonist fights primarily an antagonist character or antagonistic forces — so if the main problem is located outside of the protagonist — the conscious want of the protagonist and what stands in the way often defines the plot. So you’ve defined a line of action. That’s the first dimension of screenwriting:
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    The second dimension, as shown in the next diagram, comes when you add a main dramatic evolution. If the story is character-led, if the protagonist fights primarily against themselves, if the main problem is located inside the protagonist, then their unconscious need to change — and how they themselves get in the way — is what defines the backbone of the story. Let’s add this line of evolution to our diagram:
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    Note that this dramatic evolution could also be a need for the protagonist of a plot-led story to grow (to become stronger in order to reach their goal), rather than to change (if there is no need to change because there is nothing wrong in them / the main problem is external). So it could be the character-led element in a plot-led story, which means that this second dimension is present in most modern stories, whether they are plot-led or character-led.


    So first you create the character, the story is a point. Then with the first dimension, you give them purpose with a clear dramatic action and the story becomes a line. With the second dimension, with a dramatic evolution, the character gets depth, and all of this is what I call managing conflict, based around “Who wants or needs what and why?”:
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    However, as we can see in the diagram above, the story remains two-dimensional: it’s flat, it’s a plane. There is still a missing dimension, which is related to the audience and how they experience the story as it unfolds.


    The third dimension — by far the least discussed yet often the most important — is what I call managing information, based around “Who knows what when?” and the tools that can be used to handle this (mystery, surprise, dramatic irony, suspense). When we add managing information to the diagram, you can see that the story becomes three-dimensional:
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    The story isn’t flat anymore because although the audience is still following the same dramatic action or evolution, you’re now playing with the audience’s point of view as well: How much do they know as the story unfolds? Do they know less than some of the characters? Do they know more? Where does everyone stand on the vertical dimension (what we’ll call the information ladder): audience, protagonist, antagonist, other characters, writer(s)? This is a whole new layer of storytelling that has a huge impact on the audience’s emotional involvement and their ability to identify with the protagonist.


    This third dimension — managing information — is the blind spot of most screenwriting theories because they focus on story format, which is how to cut any story into more manageable chunks of pages or minutes, and not story structure, which is how to design a moving, entertaining and meaningful story irrespective of its superficial format.


    This is another key element of story design that complements the dramatic 3-Act structure. Mastering it constitutes a crucial step towards getting stronger screenplays.


    Let’s see how it works with a couple of examples. I’ve chosen well-known but fairly old titles to minimise the chances of spoilers.

  


  

  
    Feature Film Example: Tootsie


    First, let’s look at a classic feature film, Tootsie.


    We’ll start with the character. Michael Dorsey, the protagonist, is a talented but unemployable actor. No one wants to hire him because he’s too difficult to work with. That’s just a point. No dimension yet.


    The first dimension comes when you define the main dramatic action, a conscious want or goal for the protagonist. In Tootsie, Michael wants to make enough money — $8,000 — to produce a play for him to star in. And taking a female role in a sitcom is just a subgoal, a way for him to reach this main goal.


    Funnily enough, no one remembers that part of the film because no one really cares about it. It’s not what’s at stake in the story. It’s only what launches the story, what creates the main situation, and gives an initial dramatic drive to the story by defining "Who wants what and why?"


    The second dimension comes when you add a main dramatic evolution, when you give the protagonist an unconscious need to change. In Tootsie, Michael needs to change because he doesn’t understand women or what it means to be a woman. He’s an incomplete human being and in order to find love, he needs to change. This gives him depth and makes him a more interesting character.


    Now we know "Who needs what and why?", but the story is still flat. We have a three-dimensional character in a two-dimensional story. We’ve defined how to manage conflict in the story, but the storytelling remains flat.


    The third dimension comes with the way you manage information and how you decide "Who knows what and when?" in the story. In Tootsie, there isn’t much mystery, there are a few surprises, but the whole story is designed around a main dramatic irony: We know that Michael Dorsey is a man pretending to be a woman but most characters in the film don’t.


    This is what generates most of the conflict, most of the humour, most of the tension and most of the gags in the story. This main dramatic irony is what makes Tootsie a high-concept comedy and gives a third dimension to the story.


    If you don’t understand the importance of managing information in story structure, if you don’t master the third dimension of screenwriting, learn how it works and how to use it in your projects, well, you have no way to understand the structure of Tootsie, which has nothing to do with the number of acts, sequences, beats, or steps. More importantly, you have no way to design a successful exception, which is what Tootsie is.

  


  

  
    TV Series Example: Breaking Bad


    Let’s take a more recent example in a TV series this time and look at the five seasons of Breaking Bad, starting with the character.


    Walter White, the protagonist, is a chemistry teacher who has to work two jobs to make ends meet. That’s just a point, no dimensions yet.


    The first dimension comes when you define the main dramatic action: a conscious want or goal for the protagonist. In Breaking Bad, the story starts with an intense teaser flashback that in fact buys the writer some time to introduce the protagonist, because the story needs a longer than usual set-up in the first episode.


    However, fairly quickly, Walter White finds out that he has late-stage lung cancer. His goal is now to find a way to pay for his medical bills and provide financial security for his family before he dies, because his wife is expecting a baby and they’re raising a disabled teenage son. So we’ve defined "Who wants what and why?"


    The second dimension comes when you add a main dramatic evolution, giving the protagonist an unconscious need to change. In Breaking Bad, we quickly realise that Walter White is deluded. He’s convinced that he’s becoming a criminal to help his family, but in reality, he’s doing it for himself, to heal his bruised ego.


    His pride is what leads him to refuse an offer to pay for his medical bills from his former business partners early on. Instead, he starts to cook meth with a former student. Later, his pride also leads him to tell Hank — his brother-in-law and a DEA agent — that he hasn’t found the real mastermind, leading to the investigation being reopened when Walter could have got away with it, had he said nothing.


    Walter White believes that he’s protecting his family, but he’s in fact destroying it. And although there are strong antagonists in the story, in many ways, he’s his own nemesis. He needs to realise this. He will come to this realisation towards the end of the series, bringing a tragic but satisfying ending to his dramatic evolution, which shows his fascinating transformation from Mr. Chips to Scarface.


    This second dimension gives him depth and makes him a more interesting character. And now we know "Who needs what and why?" but the story is still flat: We have a three-dimensional character in a two-dimensional story.


    The third dimension comes with the way you manage information and how you decide "Who knows what when?" in the story.


    In Breaking Bad, there isn’t much mystery, there are quite a few surprises, but the whole story over the five seasons is designed around a main dramatic irony: We know that Walter White isn’t just a science teacher, but is also cooking meth and killing people — mostly criminals at first, but later some innocent people too — and most of the characters around him don’t know this.


    His wife, his son, his sister and brother-in-law, the head teacher and his colleagues or students don’t know that there are two Walter Whites: a loving father/husband, and an increasingly ruthless criminal. It’s like a secret identity in a superhero movie, just inverted for the anti-hero that he has become.


    This is what generates most of the conflict, most of the suspense, most of the tension in the story. And this main dramatic irony is what makes Breaking Bad a high-concept crime thriller. It elevates it above the average TV series drama and brings a third dimension to the story. If you don’t understand dramatic irony and the importance of managing information, you’re missing a large part of the story structure in Breaking Bad.


    Of course, Breaking Bad episodes are superficially formatted in four logistical acts with a short teaser, and many will tell you that the whole series is designed in five “Shakespearian” acts, but dramatically the series is designed in three dramatic acts around Walter’s evolution, as are many sequences, episodes, and storylines. It also relies heavily on a main dramatic irony throughout.


    Like all great storytellers, Vince Gilligan, consciously or not, masters the screenwriting tools that make a difference when designing a story, even if few screenwriting theories mention them and even fewer explore their structural aspect in detail.


    I’ve chosen two examples based primarily on dramatic irony for simplicity, clarity and impact, but it’s not the only aspect of managing information. Some stories, like Se7en or Squid Game, rely more on mystery. Others like Sleuth or The Hangover play more with surprise. What matters is that you know how to handle these tools in order to deliver the emotional impact you’re after as a storyteller and give a third dimension to your screenplays.

  


  

  
    A New Approach to Story Structure


    Managing information — the third dimension of screenwriting — is a crucial part of story structure because as we’ve seen, it allows us to generate suspense and tension in a thriller, to generate humour in a comedy, emotion in a drama, and most importantly, it helps us to handle most hybrids and exceptions, stories that are neither plot-led, character-led or theme-led.


    We’ve not defined these terms properly yet, so you might think that a story is plot-led when the plot is most important, is character-led when the characters are most important and is theme-led when the theme is important. But the truth is that all great stories have a strong plot, strong characters, and a strong theme.


    Let’s look at the third key aspect of structure mentioned in the “story iceberg” and put all this together now.


    I’ve defined a new approach to story structure called the Story-Type Method, which allows us to handle each story differently depending on its story-type. So let’s see what this is all about and how it can help you during the development of your film and TV projects, starting with defining this new approach.
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    For me, the three main elements of story structure are character — always at the centre — plot and theme. These are closely connected to managing conflict, which is the well-known aspect of story structure related to "Who wants or needs what and why?" but they’re equally connected


    

    

    

    

    

    
  


  

  
    The Story-Type Method
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    How to Develop Stronger Screenplays
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    Reminder
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