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Author's Note

 I
intend Story Alchemy, The Search for the
Philosopher's Stone of Storytelling to be a companion
volume to Novelsmithing, The Structural
Foundation of Plot Character and Narration.
Whereas Novelsmithing
addresses more directly the craft of novel writing,
Story Alchemy focuses on the inner
processes of storytelling and may more readily be applied to all
forms of narrative fiction and screenwriting. Story Alchemy bears a relationship to alchemy but
is also entrenched in depth psychology. I ran onto many of the
principles developed in these pages while studying and practicing
modified therapeutic techniques suggested by Carl Gustav Jung.
Specifically, I developed this material using Jung's Active
Imagination but redirected its emphasis to better suit the needs of
an author.

I have seen fit to capitalize the first
letters of some words normally left lowercase. These words have a
more specialized meaning in Jungian psychology as opposed to casual
usage. These are words such as Consciousness, the Unconscious, the
Shadow, Transcendent Function, etc.

In the last few decades, game theory has
also taken on the methods of narrative storytelling, and yet it has
maintained its inclination to keep the player at center stage and
actively engaged in the unfolding action. For that reason, game
theory has become an extremely interesting subject and hotly
contested. I do have something to say about game theory, but this
book didn't seem the place to express it. Instead, I've created a
new blog at gamesmithing.com. I'll post my thoughts on the subject
there as time and inclination permit.

The reader should realize that what I put
forth here is the culmination of sixty years of reading, writing
and research. This is in many ways the apex of my life's work.
Although it starts out with elementary concepts, it rapidly becomes
more complex, and the material more difficult to conceptualize.
I've provided a number of illustrations to help get the ideas
across. My hope is that the reader will visit these pages time and
again to come to terms with the subject matter. In many ways, it is
a psychic pilgrimage into the vast little-known world of the
soul.

I would also like to reinforce the
fact that all the personal experiences and dreams I convey
in Story Alchemy actually
occurred as described. I've fabricated nothing, nor have I changed
the circumstance to fit the situation for a more compelling
narrative.

One thing for sure. You've seen nothing like
this.
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Story Alchemy

The Search for

the Philosopher's Stone of Storytelling

 Because many have written of the Philosopher's Stone without
any knowledge of the art, and the few books extant, written by our
learned predecessors and true masters hereupon, are either lost or
concealed in the collections of such (however despised) as are
lovers and seekers of natural secrets, we have taken a resolution
to communicate our knowledge in this matter, to the intent that
those who are convinced the Philosophical Work is no fiction, but
grounded in the possibility of Nature, may be faithfully directed
in their studies, and have an undoubted criterion to distinguish
between such authors as are genuine sons of science and those who
are spurious, as writing by hearsay only. —Eirenaeus
Philalethes (George Starkey 1627-1665), "The Stone of the
Philosophers."


 


 CHAPTER 1 The
Quest

On January 23, 2013, I woke in the middle of
the night and lay in bed listening to coyotes howl outside and
thinking about a new book on storytelling I was writing for which I
had no title. I’d been drawn into a crazy approach involving
alchemy, Jungian psychology, and mathematics by a series of
coincidences, which had paid off in surprising revelations. Yet,
something was missing, not in my methodology but in its
characterization. The coyotes kept yelping in the forest beyond the
meadow in back of our home where darkness pervaded a moonless
night. I sunk back into myself, almost fell asleep, and then with a
flash of insight, I realized what I had done. I’d found the
Philosopher’s Stone of storytelling. This is the story of what led
me to that discovery.

*

Such was the contention of alchemists
that an element exists, called the nigredo [Latin for "black"] or
prima materia [prime material], that
was matter's original primitive and base state. Use of this primal
substance was the first step in the long quest to obtain the
Philosopher's Stone, which transmuted lead into gold and under the
name Elixir of Life provided immortality. Once having obtained the
prima materia, the alchemist followed detailed but coded procedures
to produce, after decades of slaving over a hot, smelly furnace,
the sacred Stone. Invariably, the quest ended in failure because
the process had a catch. To find the correct path to the
Philosopher's Stone and wield it once found, the alchemist had to
be worthy. Every alchemist knew that within the dark recesses of
his own inner being, a human nigredo also existed, and this Shadow
of the Soul had to be transmuted as well. To become worthy, she/he
had to attain personal perfection along the way.

The culmination of two thousand years of
alchemy came at the hands of Sir Isaac Newton. We don't think of
Newton as an alchemist, a much maligned and discredited
pseudoscientific profession, but he was, having spent decades in
pursuit of this "forbidden" knowledge. He was also a true
scientist, and his Laws of Motion and Gravity came to govern the
mechanical theories of the Universe for two hundred and fifty years
until Albert Einstein's Theory of Relativity replaced them with
what might be termed the Philosopher's Stone of cosmology. Even
today, we have put men on the Moon and robots on Mars using
Newton's Laws as an accurate and easily manageable physics that
predicts motion on Earth and throughout the Solar System. Newton's
Laws, obtained by decades of studying alchemy and performing
rudimentary scientific research, were his Philosopher's Stone. They
didn't change lead into gold, but they did turn a world of
scientific chaos into a manageable, predictable arena of scientific
inquiry and led directly to the Scientific Revolution.

The decades spent in pursuit of alchemical
goals provided him with an acceptance of theories that involved
action at a distance (gravity) and the concept of force, an
invisible quantity that acted between interacting bodies to
produced motion. Newton transmuted alchemy's philosophical
principles into intellectual gold.

If this is true of science, one might well
wonder why no one has found a Philosopher's Stone for storytelling.
The reading, theatrical and movie-going public have an insatiable
appetite for story, and yet so many, indeed most, writers stumble
and fall in their attempts at telling a good one. Even the master
storytellers of Hollywood puzzle over the basics, sometimes hitting
the mark and at others missing so badly that they spend tens and
even hundreds of millions of dollars on special effects, trying to
cover up their storytelling deficiencies. They end up not with gold
but fool's gold.

Writers can't even agree on how to define
the key elements of storytelling. Definitions for theme, plot, and
storyline are without consensus and have no actionable content. Do
we have any hope of finding such a Philosopher's Stone? Who would
believe that he or she had been given a truth the equivalent of
Newton's Laws that could straighten out the process? Who would
claim to be such an adept?

I believe such an "object" does exist. I
believe we see bits and pieces of it in all the writings of those
who have tried to lead us forward. Yet, storytelling is a primitive
art even though it has had eloquent practitioners who have tried to
convey their knowledge. Henry James, Annie Dillard, Syd Field,
Irwin R. Blacker, Janet Burroway, Robert McKee, Stephen King,
Richard Walter, along with many others have provided sound device
on both the art and craft of writing. And yet, no specific,
detailed and consistent guidance on how to plot and integrate the
organic elements of character, conflict and theme exists. So the
question persists: What is the underlying nature, the physics, of
storytelling?

This problem didn't start yesterday. Here's
a quote from Aristotle that illustrates how difficult plotting was
for tragic poets back 2,400 years ago:

...beginners succeed
earlier with the diction and characters than with the construction
of a story; and the same may be said of nearly all the early
dramatists. We maintain, therefore, that the first essential, the
life and soul, so to speak, of tragedy is the plot...
[Poetics, 6]

Aristotle didn't see plot as just an
important part of storytelling. He called it the "life and soul" of
the work. He was talking about epic poetry, tragedy, as well as
comedy and dithyrambic poetry, all of which he calls "modes of
imitation" of life. All storytelling is an imitation of life. But
even Aristotle's advice provides nothing actionable. It doesn't
help us get the words on the page.

To whom can we turn to get a surefire way to
construct a story? If we follow the examples of Sir Isaac Newton
and the alchemists, we could spend decades searching for such a
Philosopher's Stone. Even if we found it, would we recognize it?
Would we be able to wield it? The alchemists were on an outward
quest for knowledge but also an inner purification of the heart to
become worthy.

I started my own search some four
decades ago in Denver, Colorado with my first attempt at a novel. I
quit after one hundred or so pages because I didn't know where my
dystopian story was going. I had a good idea, I thought, but after
exploring the situation I envisioned, my story lost steam because
it had no direction. It ran aground in a sea of possibilities. I
tried again and again but always ran up against one stumbling block
after another. In the '80s and '90s, I read about craft, took
classes at the University of Colorado, formed a writing group,
joined the Rocky Mountain Writers Guild, and over a period of five
years, I finished my first novel, not set in a post-apocalyptic
world but my own hometown. The crucial principles I learned
concerned two elements of story: the premise and the central
conflict. Since then, I've written and published three more novels,
along with a couple of nonfiction works and a few short stories and
essays. One of the books, Novelsmithing, is on the craft of narrative
fiction.

At the same time, I was constantly
reading self-help books. I was always interested in psychology, and
I even briefly entered group therapy following a divorce. I kept a
journal. In 1988, I entered therapy in earnest with a psychiatrist,
and I continued two-a-week sessions for almost five years. Shortly
afterward, on January 1, 1993, I got laid off from my day job,
astronautical engineering no less. (Yes, I was a rocket scientist,
and Newton's Laws of Motion and Gravity were the tools of my trade.
Engineer/scientist by day, novelist/poet by night.) I decided not
to return to my profession immediately and instead went on a
pilgrimage to Greece where I confronted myself with the ruins of my
life while visiting ancient religious sites for two and one half
months. During the following two years, I turned my journal of that
trip into a travel book and published it under the title
Oedipus on a Pale Horse. I learned
that narrative nonfiction contained the same story elements and
structure as that for fiction.

I then decided not to return to my
profession at all, but to write full time, and I moved to Carlsbad,
New Mexico where I lived in an old house my grandfather had built
with his own hands. Not particularly plush but certainly adequate
for a struggling writer. When I ran low on funds, I went to work in
the library at the local branch of New Mexico State University. In
addition, I taught classes in Greek mythology, novel writing, and
astronomy. I turned my class notes into my book Novelsmithing.

Still, I seemed to be missing
something and continued my work investigating the nature of
storytelling. I ran into the writings of Carl Gustav Jung, the
founder of analytical psychology, who had a special interest in
mythology and what it has to say about the human experience. I read
many of his works and those of other Jungian psychologists, much of
which surprisingly enough has to do with alchemy. Jung's last work
is the massive (695 pages) Mysterium
Coniunctionis, which contains decades of his study and
reflection on philosophical alchemy, principally the synthesis of
opposites. This "synthesis" to me implied the resolution of
conflict and led me to develop a new theory of
storytelling.

Then in mid June 2009, I made a breakthrough
in my research. In the ensuing days, I extended this new theory.
For four years, this investigation kept expanding, but the full
importance of the discovery eluded me. I didn't fully realize what
I had uncovered until the morning of January 23, 2013 when it came
to me in a flash. I realized that I had finally discovered the
Philosopher's Stone.

In the following chapters, I provide
directions for creating this magic "object." It took me forty years
of hard labor to learn the true nature of the writing process and
decode it. What I am offering you is the inside story on the nature
of storytelling. Even if I do give you the Philosopher's Stone,
will you be able to wield it? In the words of the alchemists, "Are
you worthy?" Probably not. Jung cites an old Chinese proverb: "If
the wrong man uses the right means, the right means work in the
wrong way." [Alchemical
Studies, page 7]

Don't lose heart. I also know something
about remedying this worthiness issue. Jung's method of
individuation, much of which he developed while studying the
alchemists, could well get you there. The good news is that the
process of writing fiction, at least the method I'll provide, is an
offshoot of the path to individuation so that while practicing your
craft, you are also traveling the road to becoming worthy. Just as
the ancient alchemist perfected himself by looking within while
practicing his alchemy, so will your writing efforts, if done
properly, serve a dual purpose. By staying on the right path to
good storytelling, you become worthy.

Here's a word of caution. Sir Isaac Newton
may have found the Philosopher's Stone for physics, but he paid a
price. He had an emotional collapse and almost didn't survive the
process. Plus, he was a different person once he came out the other
side. He was no longer much of a scientist and became a bureaucrat.
Unaccountably, he accepted an appointment to be Warden of the Royal
Mint. No one remains unaffected by a process that looks so deep
into the psyche. You might have a good talk with yourself
concerning your own emotional stability before getting into what
I'm going to present here. I'll have more to say on this as we
proceed.

*

On May 22, 2010 while practicing a
visualization technique with my eyes closed, I noticed a light
patch in the psychic darkness and focused on it. It immediately
exposed the tips of three mountains outlined by the bright light
coming from behind. I continued to focus on this image, trying to
get it to expand into something meaningful, when the image split
and became dynamic. The background light consolidated into a
brilliant ball, and the dark mountains became a black ball. Both
started moving about my field of view and then circled like
heavenly bodies orbiting each other, each growing a tail and
appearing comet-like. Their orbital motion decreased in radii until
they were practically touching. And then they stopped. I made a
rough sketch of these psychic images with colored pencils, and the
result is shown in Figure 1-1.
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Figure 1-1 Psychic Derivation of Yin-Yang
Symbol

While all this was happening, I was a
passive observer. I didn't know what would happen from second to
second, as if I were watching an animation. When it finished, I
recognized it as the yin-yang from Chinese alchemy. I had seen the
symbol derived before my eyes. I also realized that it was similar
to the symbol for Cancer, my astrological sign. I thought that the
little light's shenanigans were remarkable but didn't pursue the
subject further.

Then on September 11, 2010, I ran across the
yin-yang symbol on the Internet and learned that yin (shade) can
represent the shaded north-side of a mountain and yang (sunny) can
represent the Sun. It would seem that initially I was positioned on
the opposite side of the mountain range relative to the Sun, which
was either rising or setting. The yin and yang relationship is
often described as sunlight over a mountain and in a valley, which
of course was my initial vision.

I was astonished that this symbol had
appeared spontaneously and with many of the attributes used to
describe it through the millennia. It is a universal concept that
conveys the interconnectedness and dependency of contrary forces.
They give birth to each other. Although we generally think of the
symbol as originating with Chinese alchemy, it is also a part of
Celtic, Etruscan, and Roman iconography and goes back possibly
three thousand years.

My psychic event occurred three days
after I started visualization as a part of writing
Story Alchemy. I'll have much more to
say about this technique, particularly in Chapter 7. This was one
of several episodes that led me to believe that a real adventure
awaited me. I wasn't disappointed. You won't be either.

*

This is where I'll leave off this
introductory chapter and start providing the details of my quest.
Is it an unraveling of a strict scientific discipline? Hardly.

We tend to think of theory
development as emerging out of an objective, scientific attitude.
Wrong. All theory is autobiography. The person the theorist really
wants to understand, more than anyone, is himself. The subjective
can never be elbowed aside. It hovers inescapably, like an
off-stage voice, whispering, whispering, whispering...
[William Todd Schultz, Ph.D., "Why Freud and Jung Broke
Up," Psychology Today in
Genius and Madness, May 19, 2009]

Of necessity, this is a personal narrative
about an intimate creative process. Have I truly found a
Philosopher's Stone for all storytellers? You'll have to decide for
yourself.


 


 CHAPTER 2 Out of Chaos:
The Prima Materia

Undoubtedly, the beginning of story creation
comes with the author's idea for a writing project. In alchemical
terms, this is the prima materia, the primitive formless state of
all matter and the seed of enlightenment — the original material
from the origin of the universe, so to speak. But how would an
author know a good idea, one that can be developed into a full
story, when she/he found it? Here's what Jung had to say about this
beginning state for the alchemist:

For him there was first of
all an initial state in which opposite tendencies or forces were in
conflict; secondly there was the great question of a procedure
which would be capable of bringing the hostile elements and
qualities, once they were separated, back to unity again. The
initial state, named the chaos, was not given from the start but
had to be sought for as the prima materia. And just as the
beginning of the work was not self-evident, so to an even greater
degree was its end. [Mysterium
Coniunctionis xiv]

If we didn't know better, we could mistake
this for the initial step in storytelling. The second part of this
statement tells us, by analogy, that the idea comes from the
"chaos" of one's internal psychic state. It may be triggered by an
external event or just pop into one's mind out of nowhere. It may
even come to mind from a thoughtful search of newspaper headlines
that emotionally resonate. Jung has given another clue in the first
part of the paragraph: "opposite tendencies or forces were in
conflict." It can come to the author as an unusual scene, exotic
setting, or an intriguing character. Regardless of the source, for
it to qualify as a good idea for a story, it must at least have the
possibility of opposing forces, i.e., animated characters with
clashing wills. This requirement is actionable in that we know we
must have conflict.

Is conflict as necessary for storytelling as
it was for Alchemy? Syd Field says:

All drama is conflict.
Without conflict you have no character; without character, you have
no action; without action you have no story.
[Screenplay, page
12]

That pretty well settles the issue. When you
take away conflict, the entire story doesn't just fall flat. It
disappears entirely. It loses its sense of foreshadowing. The
reader responds to conflict with anticipation.

But what if the idea doesn't seem to have
conflict? This doesn't necessarily mean that it is an inferior
idea. It may simply mean that the conflict is subtler than one
would expect. Stories that start out like this can end up being
some of the more profound. If this is true, then the author must
apply something to separate the subject matter and develop, as Jung
stated, its "opposite tendencies or forces."

The way to come into closer contact with
your idea is to close your eyes and see it as an image. It may well
be impossible for an idea for a story to form in the mind without
images. After mentally picturing your idea, concentrate on it. The
mere act of contemplating should cause it to animate. Follow the
movement wherever it takes you but continually look for evidence of
conflict. Perhaps other characters will pop into view, and you can
see how they come into disagreement. In this way, you should be
able to envision what the conflict is over. You should also be able
to better define your characters after witnessing them in this
context.

This is the prima materia.

I practiced this little exercise to come up
with an example. What immediately came to mind was a US Civil War
soldier conflicted over whether to fight and if so, for which side.
This idea had its origin in a story my mother used to tell. She had
an uncle who lived on the Mason-Dixon Line, and although he did own
a few slaves to work his fields viewed himself as a part of the
North rather than the Confederacy. The image I had that took on the
form of prima materia was of him running with a shotgun to the cane
break to hide as Confederacy soldiers came to force him into
service.

You may find that this little visualizing
exercise will work better in the evening just before sleep or
during the night when you wake. It also may be approached in the
early morning just after you wake but before getting out of bed.
Any time will work actually, but these times seem to produce the
best results. In a later chapter, I'll provide more detail on this
technique. For now, trust the process and your ability to activate
your imagination through animating psychic images. What is crucial
in all this is that the idea must be your own and something that
intrigues you. This conflict must come from within you, and
interest in it then is the reason you've selected it above all
other possibilities. This "affinity" will have implications
downstream. Without that personal connection, it's doubtful that
the idea has the relationship to you and your psychological makeup
so important during the difficult task of imagining the material to
flesh out the story. To be "intrigued" by an idea is to see its
possibilities and be willing to put in the work necessary to
fulfill its potential. Creative writing is an exceptionally sticky
subject. Just when you think you've succeeded in getting the story
"out there" and "away" from you, after all it is about other
people, you learn that it has crept up behind you and somehow
attached itself to your backside, or perhaps your underbelly.

Assuming the idea has your approval, you're
ready to take a closer look. You should be able to intuit the
nature of the conflict and put it into a more useful form. Don't be
deluded by thinking that it should be an all out, no-holds-barred
conflict to the death. Some conflict is like that, but it isn't
always or even generally true. Conflict isn't even necessarily
hostile. Conflict between two friends or family members can be over
something each views as being in the best interest of the other
party. Conflict within this context is a multi-sided phenomenon and
one well worth studying, so invest a little more time in
understanding the essence of conflict.

Unmotivated conflict can be irritating
for the reader, and conflict for conflict's sake isn't what we're
after. And yet it frequently happens, particularly in television
series episodes. Here is how I believe the source of the problem
came about, and it comes from one of our most brilliant teachers.
Richard Walter is a professor and screenwriting chairman at UCLA.
Here's how he introduces the subject matter for Chapter 5
"Conflict: Violence and Sex" in his highly acclaimed book
Essentials of Screenwriting, The Art, Craft, and
Business of Film and Television Writing:

Must movies marinate in sex? Must they
wallow in violence?

No, but many, probably most — including some
of the finest films ever made — are positively saturated with
sensuality and eroticism. Likewise, worthy movies must forever be
violent.

If you prefer, you may think of violence as
conflict or tension or stress. Screenwriters are urgently advised
to consider the general disquietude essential to film as full-tilt,
mean-spirited, straight-ahead violence. I urge them also to
remember that enlightened, reasonable, rational discourse and
courtesy, consideration, and consensus occupy an important place in
our lives. In movies, however, they're boring.

I don't suggest that movie
armies must perpetually beat out each other's brains, nor that all
good films must provide an endless succession of looting, shooting,
and rape. Neither do I hold that all movies must be greasy, oily
sex orgies. All the same, however, emotional unrest must be
integrated into each and every frame of each and every scene of
each and every movie. [page 48]

Something is wrong in Movieville, and this
is it. The last two sentences in the next to last paragraph, "I
urge them ... they're boring" is what I object to. Granted you
can't build a story off of courtesy, consideration, and consensus
but you can use it to build likable bonded characters. If you
don't, you'll have hateful, mean-spirited, unsympathetic characters
no one will care about. Not only that. Conflicts that follow what
those two sentences tell us are banal, superficial and can totally
ruin a storyline.

Take a movie like The Perks of Being a Wallflower (2012) and remove
three scenes: (1) where Charlie is welcomed into his little band of
misfits, (2) where Charlie gets kissed by Sam (Emma Watson), and
(3) Sam in the back of the pickup with her arms in the air like
she's flying while David Bowie blares over the radio "We Could Be
Heroes." Without those scenes, which have no conflict, the movie
wouldn't capture the viewers' love for the characters.

I want to go a little deeper into that scene
where Sam kisses Charlie. A little background. Charlie, as a
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David Sheppard’s Novelsmithing saved my last novel; his Story Alchemy may well
save my work-in-progress. This is the most unusual book on craft | have ever read.
My head is popping with new insights on the nature of storytelling, dream and
memory, and the blurred line between everyday life and the world of myth. Story
Alchemy gives you tools for bringing the stories up from your own psyche. This
involves forays through the Iris of Time to meet your narrator, the invasion of your
dreams by your characters, and the mental construction of something called a
Memory Palace. For all this, the book is surprisingly practical, containing helpful
templates for building a theme-based plot, step-by-step meditation techniques
designed to deepen understanding of characters, and methods for visualizing
scenes while writing them. However, Story Alchemy is not for the faint of heart. It
will take you to the threshold of your secret self and challenge you to cross. Only
you can decide whether this is a good idea. | have to say: my mind is blown.

Katherine Grace Bond, author,
The Summer of No Regrets
Director, TEENWrite workshops
Writing Instructor, Sky Valley
Education Center
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