the anatomy of story by john truby

The Anatomy of Story by John Truby is a seminal work in the field of
storytelling and screenwriting. Truby, a veteran screenwriter and teacher,
offers a comprehensive framework for understanding the underlying structure
of stories that resonate with audiences. His approach is not just about the
mechanics of storytelling but also about the deeper themes and emotional
truths that make stories impactful. Through this article, we will explore
Truby's insights, principles, and techniques that can help writers craft
compelling narratives.

Understanding the Foundation of Story

Truby’'s approach to storytelling is rooted in the idea that every story is a
reflection of human nature and the moral dilemmas we face. He believes that
every successful narrative revolves around a protagonist who must confront
and overcome obstacles in a quest for their goals. This struggle is what
makes a story relatable and engaging.

The Seven Key Elements of a Story

According to Truby, there are seven key elements that every story should
include:

1. Weakness and Need: Every protagonist has a fundamental weakness that
they must overcome. This weakness creates the story's central conflict.
The need represents what the protagonist must learn or achieve by the
end of the story.

2. Desire: The protagonist's desire drives the plot. It is what they want
to achieve, often represented by a tangible goal.

3. Opponents: Every protagonist faces opposition in their journey. These
opponents can be antagonists, societal norms, or internal conflicts that
challenge the protagonist's desires.

4. Plan: The protagonist must devise a plan to achieve their goal. This
plan often evolves as they face new challenges and learn more about
themselves.

5. Battle: The climax of the story, where the protagonist confronts their
greatest challenge. This battle is not just physical but also emotional
and psychological.



6. Self-Revelation: After the battle, the protagonist experiences a moment
of self-revelation. They realize their weaknesses and how they have
changed throughout the story.

7. New Equilibrium: The story concludes with a new status quo. The
protagonist’s journey has transformed them, and they must now navigate
their new reality.

The Importance of Theme

Truby places significant emphasis on theme as a vital component of
storytelling. The theme is the underlying message or moral of the story, and
it often reflects universal truths about human experience. Truby argues that
a strong theme enhances the emotional depth of a narrative and resonates with
audiences on a personal level.

Identifying Your Theme

To effectively integrate theme into your story, Truby suggests the following
steps:

e Explore Universal Questions: Consider questions that resonate with human
experience, such as "What does it mean to love?" or "How do we find
purpose?"

e Character Arc: Ensure that your protagonist's journey reflects the
theme. Their transformation should embody the lessons learned throughout
the narrative.

e Symbolism: Use symbols and motifs to reinforce your theme. These can be
visual elements, recurring phrases, or specific events that echo the
story's deeper meaning.

The Role of Structure in Storytelling

One of the most significant contributions of Truby’s work is his focus on
story structure. While many writing guides offer rigid formulas, Truby
advocates for a more fluid approach that emphasizes the organic development
of the narrative. His "story structure" is designed to be flexible, allowing
writers to adapt it to their unique styles and stories.



The 22 Steps of Story Structure

Truby outlines a 22-step process for developing a story. This structure
serves as a roadmap for writers, guiding them through the critical moments
that define a compelling narrative. Here are some key steps:

1. Start with an Opening Image: Create a strong visual that sets the tone
and introduces the world of your story.

2. Set Up: Present the protagonist’s life before the main conflict. This
establishes their weakness and sets the stage for their journey.

3. Point of No Return: A moment where the protagonist commits to their
journey, often facing consequences for their decision.

4. Climactic Choice: The protagonist must make a crucial decision that will
determine the story's outcome.

5. Final Step: The resolution of the story, where the protagonist and
supporting characters find closure.

These steps are not set in stone but serve as guidelines for writers to
develop their narratives effectively.

Character Development and Relationships

Truby emphasizes that the strength of a story lies in its characters. A well-
developed protagonist is essential for engaging the audience, and their
relationships with other characters can deepen the narrative.

Creating Multi-Dimensional Characters

To create compelling characters, Truby suggests:
e Backstory: Develop a rich backstory that informs the character's
motivations and weaknesses.

e Character Flaws: Give your characters flaws that they must confront.
This adds depth and makes them relatable.

e Relationships: Explore the dynamics between characters. Their
interactions should reveal their personalities and contribute to the



story's conflict.

Dialogue and Subtext

Truby also highlights the significance of dialogue in storytelling. Dialogue
should serve multiple purposes: advancing the plot, revealing character, and
providing subtext. Subtext is the underlying meaning that is not explicitly
stated but is understood through context, tone, and delivery.

Writing Effective Dialogue

To write impactful dialogue, consider the following techniques:

1. Character Voice: Each character should have a distinct way of speaking
that reflects their personality and background.

2. Avoid Exposition: Show, don’t tell. Reveal information through action
and subtext rather than lengthy explanations.

3. Conflict in Dialogue: Use dialogue to create tension. Characters should
have differing goals and desires, leading to conflict in their
conversations.

Conclusion: The Power of Storytelling

John Truby’s The Anatomy of Story is more than just a guide for writers; it’s
a deep exploration of what makes stories resonate with audiences. By
understanding the key elements of storytelling, including character
development, theme, structure, and dialogue, writers can create narratives
that not only entertain but also provoke thought and evoke emotion. Truby's
insights encourage writers to delve into the complexities of human
experience, making their stories relatable and impactful. Through his
framework, aspiring writers can uncover the anatomy of their own stories,
leading to more profound and meaningful storytelling.

In a world where stories shape our understanding of ourselves and others,
mastering the art of storytelling is an invaluable skill. Truby's work serves
as a beacon for writers seeking to navigate the intricate landscape of
narrative creation, ultimately leading to stories that resonate for
generations to come.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of 'The Anatomy of Story'
by John Truby?

The main premise of 'The Anatomy of Story' is to provide a comprehensive
framework for storytelling that goes beyond traditional three-act structures,
emphasizing the importance of character development and thematic depth in
creating engaging narratives.

How does Truby define the concept of 'weakness' in a
character?

Truby defines 'weakness' as a central flaw or limitation in a character that
drives their development throughout the story. This weakness must be
addressed by the end of the narrative, leading to personal growth or
transformation.

What role does the 'moral argument' play in
storytelling according to Truby?

The 'moral argument' serves as the underlying thematic conflict in a story,
representing the ethical dilemmas characters face. It adds depth to the
narrative and helps to engage the audience on a more profound level.

What is Truby's perspective on the importance of
setting in a story?

Truby emphasizes that setting is not just a backdrop but a crucial element
that influences character behavior and the overall narrative arc. The setting
should reflect the themes and emotional tone of the story.

How does Truby suggest writers create compelling
antagonists?

Truby suggests that compelling antagonists should have their own goals and
weaknesses, making them complex characters who challenge the protagonist.
This creates a more engaging conflict and deepens the story's moral
complexity.

What is the 'story world' concept introduced by
Truby?

The 'story world' is the unique universe in which the story takes place,
including its rules, culture, and environment. Truby argues that a well-
defined story world enhances the narrative and supports character



motivations.

Can you explain Truby's '10 story steps' framework?

Truby's '10 story steps' framework outlines a sequential process that
includes key components such as the setup, conflict, and climax. Each step is
designed to ensure that the story progresses logically while maintaining
emotional engagement.

What is the significance of the 'final step' in
Truby's storytelling process?

The 'final step' in Truby's process is crucial as it represents the
resolution of the protagonist's journey, where they confront their weakness
and either overcome it or fail. This step solidifies the story's moral
argument and provides closure.

How does Truby's approach differ from traditional
screenwriting methods?

Truby's approach differs from traditional screenwriting methods by focusing
more on character transformation and thematic depth rather than strictly
adhering to plot structure. He encourages writers to explore character arcs
and emotional resonance as central elements of storytelling.
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