
 
 

 

>>[Text on screen] Rebecca Makkai on Plot and Structure.  
>>Rebecca Makkai is an American author whose work includes the short-story collection Music for 
Wartime, and the novels The Hundred-Year House, winner of the Chicago Writers' Association Award; and 
The Borrower, a Booklist Top Ten Debut, which has been translated into eight languages. Her short fiction 
won a 2017 Pushcart Prize and was chosen for the Best American Short Stories for four consecutive years, 
2008 to 2011. The recipient of a 2014 NEA fellowship, Makkai is on the MFA Faculty of Sierra Nevada 
College and has taught at the Iowa Writers' Workshop, Tin House, and Northwestern University.  
>>Hi, I'm Rebecca Makkai, I'm a fiction writer, I'm the author of the novels The Borrower and The 
Hundred-Year House, and the short-story collection Music for Wartime. And what I'm going to talk about 
today is not writing, but acting - the theater. But I'm going to talk about how it applies to writing.  
I was one of those people who acted in a lot of shows in high school and college. I wasn't a theater 
major, but I loved it, and I learned so much about writing from being in those shows that when young 
writers ask me for writing advice, of course the first thing I tell them is to read, as much as you can, good 
literature, read broadly, etc. The second thing that I tell them is if you can, get involved in the theater. It 
doesn't have to be acting - that's not for everybody - backstage, hammering planks, as long as you're 
involved in the life of a show night after night, you get something incredible from it.  
Of course there are other ways to go about it. Not every writer has acted. But here's what you would get 
from it, and I'm going to give you the Cliff Notes version so maybe if you never go near a theater you'll 
still be able to learn from what I'm going to tell you.  
[Text on screen] Backstage Decisions and Story Structure.  
So most of what I'm going to talk about today has to do with what I call "backstage decisions," the 
decisions the actor makes - and the director makes - in rehearsal that comes out on stage. But I'm not 
going to get to that yet - I'm going to talk about something else first, which is the structure of a  



 
 

 

story, the structure of a scene. You learn something by doing a show night after night after night, and 
seeing the shape of a story, seeing how every scene is essential. If you took that one scene out, the 
structure would fall apart. If you took one line out of a scene, the scene would fall apart - which is why 
it's scary and you can't forget your lines and why some people have nightmares about the theater, of 
course. But one thing that becomes instantly clear when you're living in a story and that should become 
clear from reading, from writing, from seeing the same things on the page, is that every character has to 
come out of a scene changed. Everyone who is on stage is there for a reason. People aren't just there to 
decorate the scenery. And even if that change is really minor - even if it's really superficial, like when the 
scene started I didn't have my groceries and by the end of it I have my groceries - or if it's much more 
profound - at the beginning of the scene I trusted this woman and by the end of the scene I don't. 
Maybe it's both. And for every single character on the stage, something has to change, otherwise why is 
the scene there? Why couldn't it have been cut? I sometimes ask my students to think not like actors or 
playwrights, but like movie directors, where there's a sort of evil producer leaning over your shoulder 
thinking only about money, saying: "Why can't we cut this scene? Why can't this scene go? We're short 
on budget." And that your job, as the director, would be to justify it, to say: "Well, if we took this scene 
out, nothing would make sense because then... this is the scene where they move to Mexico." Whereas if 
your reason for keeping the scene is, well, because it's funny, or because I like it, or because I worked 
really hard on writing it, or because it demonstrates what someone might be like - those are things that a 
scene accomplishes, but they're not what a scene is doing for the whole structure. So sometimes we say 
"show" rather than "tell." When it comes to a scene, it's really "do" rather than "show." What does the 
scene do?  
[Text on screen] Using Character Motivations to Make Backstage Decisions.  
So what I'm going to talk about now are these backstage decisions, some of which have to do with that 
structure of the scene, with the way a scene is built. So if you're going to be in a show, if you're going to 
be a character, there's a discussion between you and the director - and you're basing a lot on the script of 
course, as well - about exactly what your character is, how your character moves. There's that old "what's 
my motivation" line, people throw that around as a joke, like something a diva actor would say, "what's 
my motivation?" But it's a really important question. You can't just be wandering around on the stage 
with no direction. Every character has to have something they want, and if that's not there in the script, 
you have to make that decision yourself, backstage. And in many cases - just as in a show, just as in the 
theater - we aren't going to explicitly write out what a character wants on the page. Say I'm writing a 
scene of fiction. I'm not going to say: "Mary was sitting there at the dinner table, and what she wanted 
more than anything in the world was to tell Joe that she loved her." But it needs to come through in 
other ways - it needs to come through in what she says to Joe, and the way she feels when Joe's girlfriend 
comes into the room. It needs to come through in her physical actions, in how much she's eating, in 
what she's doing. So in the same way an actor needs to make those decisions backstage or in the 
rehearsal, and then - even if they're not in the script - let's say it's Mary and Joe again, Mary has to act on 
stage like she's in love with Joe, and the audience is going to get it even though it's not there in the 
dialogue.  
[Text on screen] Using Research to Inform Backstage Decisions.  
In fiction, the writer sometimes needs to make these decisions off the page. Maybe before we write, 
maybe it's after we've written a scene and we're looking at it and know there's more work to do when 
we're revising it, and we need to step back and make some of those off-the-page decisions. We're not 
going to come out and explain it fully, directly, on the page, but it's going to show  



 
 

 

through. There's a famous Hemingway quote that I won't give you, partly because I'll butcher it and also 
because it's really convoluted to begin with. Hemingway wrote so simply and then in his interviews he 
had these really cumbersome sentences. This is from his Paris Review interview, which is worth reading 
for anyone who likes Hemingway, or doesn't, for that matter. Basically what he said was that what an 
author doesn't know, and therefore doesn't put on the page, will show like a hole in the story; what an 
author does know, but doesn't put on the page, will shine through. So to give you an example, I always 
think of this with research. If I'm writing about a dentist, and I don't know anything about being a 
dentist, it's going to sound in my story like I don't know anything about being a dentist - I'm going to say 
things like, "He grabbed the tweezer thingies and started to do the scrubby thing." And anyone reading it 
could tell that I don't know anything about being a dentist. If I've done a ton of research on dentistry, it 
probably wouldn't be useful to put all that into my story, but just knowing that stuff means I'm going to 
write that scene with authority, and the one word that I use that comes out of my extensive research on 
dentistry - like the name of the thingy, which I actually don't know - that will shine through. It'll be 
obvious that I do know about dentistry, even though I didn't prove it to you by writing it all.  
[Text on screen] Character Desire in Reverse: Using Fear to Inform Backstage Decisions.  
We need to know with characters - as much as we need to know what they want, we need to know what 
they feel. This is something that I didn't realize until much later in my own writing. Sometime we phrase 
that as a desire: "Well what he wants is to get away from the bear." Obviously that's a fear. But 
sometimes it really is something that can only be expressed as a fear - what he fears is disappointing his 
father, what she fears in this scene is making a fool of herself, what she fears overall in the novel is being 
a failure. And those things inform a character's actions, they inform a character's dialogue, as much as 
their desires. And of course they're closely intertwined, but sometimes a fear is a helpful way to think of 
that.  
[Text on screen] Using Character Physicality to Inform Backstage Decisions.  
Backstage also - off the page - you need to make decisions about your character's physicality: the ways 
they move, the things they tend to do, their habits. And in that way, you can have your characters move 
with intention in revealing ways on the page. I'm really... I get tired of reading stories where there's 
dialogue... between every line of dialogue is some kind of empty, meaningless, physical gesture. So there - 
people are always in a restaurant, which is kind of boring, don't put your characters in restaurants all the 
time - but, you know, "Blah, blah, blah," she said, and forked another bite of quiche. "Blah, blah, blah," 
he answered, and sipped his wine. "Blah, blah, blah," she said, and wiped her lips. And that doesn't tell us 
anything about character, it doesn't advance the plot, and people are just going to skip it. Instead, you 
know, does one person have the habit of fidgeting and she's taken the straw wrapper and she's rolling it 
up in to a tight little ball and unrolling it, and that's idiosyncratic to that character and it reveals 
something about her and about the scene: she's tense, she's nervous, maybe she's distracted. And making 
that decision backstage - what does this character move like? What does this character do with his 
hands? - and letting that come through - don't stop and explain it, just have them do those things - your 
characters will be so much richer, so much more interesting.  
[Text on screen] A Return to Point of View for Informing Cast Management.  



 
 

 

Something that's not a character decision and that doesn't really relate to theater, but that I still think of 
as a backstage decision - an off-the-page decision - is point of view. And there are two sides to this, and 
this is the last big thing I'll talk about. We think about point of view, okay first person, second person, 
third person. And, you know, with third person maybe we're talking about is it omniscient, like a point of 
view that can jump between everyone's head and tell us things the characters don't know, or is it limited, 
is it saying: "She did this," "She did this," but really we're kind of always on her shoulder, we only know 
what Gretchen knows in the story. There's a lot more to it than that, though. Especially for third person; 
let's say we're talking about that omniscient. Well does the narrative voice know things only the 
characters on the page know - so maybe the voice can jump from Caroline's head to Margaret's head to 
Joseph's head. Or does the narrative voice know more than any of the characters? Could the narrative 
voice say: "Meanwhile, in Alaska, this was happening. And little did any of them know, but ten years later 
they'd all be trapped together in an elevator." Does that voice have access to the past, does it have access 
to the future? Does it know things only certain characters know, or what all the characters know? Or 
does it know things that no human being could know? There's no right or wrong answer but we want to 
be consistent in the story. And there's nothing more frustrating than reading along in a story and maybe - 
I said we were, we're always in Gretchen's head, right, we only see what Gretchen sees - so, you know, 
"She looked behind her to check if there was someone there, she couldn't see anyone. 'What's going on,' 
she thought" - we're only in her head, and the next line is: "Her blue eyes sparkled in the sunshine." That 
makes no sense. If we are Gretchen in this story, how can she see her own blue eyes sparkling in the 
sunshine? We've broken point of view. And what it comes down to is an author who, at that point in the 
draft, hasn't made that backstage decision - that off-the-page decision - here's what my point of view is 
going to be, it's going to stay with Gretchen, and I'm going to police myself and make sure it does. Or, 
on the contrary, my point of view from page one is going to float all over the place, and then sticking to 
that and being consistent.  
[Text on screen] The Flipside of Point of View: The Ear of the Story.  
And the flip-side of point of view, something I don't think we talk about enough, is something I think of 
as the ear of the story: who is the story being told to? And for a lot of stuff, the answer is, kind of: "Well, 
anyone who will listen." But sometimes - this would especially happen, well definitely with the second 
person point of view, a "you" story - but even with a first person, and "I" story, there's a sense of who 
the story is being told to. In a first person story, it might be written as diary entries, the person the story 
is intended for is the self. Or it might feel like something someone's saying only to a really, really good 
friend. Or it might feel like something that's being put out into the world for anyone. Vladimir Nabokov, 
in Lolita, it's a first person story but very early on he says, "Ladies and gentlemen of the jury," and then 
goes on from there. The ear of that story is us, the ladies and gentlemen of the jury. If you want a really 
weird example, Winnie the Pooh, the ear of that story is Christopher Robbin, those stories are being told to 
Christopher Robbin within the book, and he even comes up as "you," "You picked up Winnie the 
Pooh," and "You did this." Christopher Robbin, by the way, read again as an adult, a young adult, and 
think about narrative stuff now that you might know more about things like that, it'll blow your mind. 
It's also really funny. Other things, you know, it might be a... the ear of the story might be a certain type 
of person. Junot Díaz, in a lot of his stories, will say: "Well you know how it is when you're with some 
girl," and it's like, "Okay, no, I don't," but I guess for this story I am cast in a role of a guy who's with a 
lot of girls, that's who I am in this story, that's the ear of the story. He knows that's not his entire reading 
audience, we're not talking about literally who buys the book, but that's the role we've been cast in as 
readers. So the flip-side of deciding backstage, off-the-page, what your point of view is going to be, and 
getting it  



 
 

 

really firmly planted there, is deciding what the ear of the story is, who is the story being told to, who is it 
being told for, why is it being told, how much later in the future is this story being told, is it being told 
twenty-years on looking back at childhood, or is it being told almost right in the moment, or is it being 
told very soon after it's happened when the narrator has learned a few things she didn't know at the time, 
but not much, is it being told with a great sense of loss and longing looking back? And again, there are 
no right or wrong answers, there are things that feel better for a certain story, and often these things 
don't come about until the second or third draft. Often, when you first write, you're just getting it all out 
there, and it's later, as you look at it - and maybe someone points out to you: "Your point of view isn't 
consistent," or, "I don't really get this character, why is this character here?" - that's when you might do 
some writing in a notebook that's not part of the story, you might just sit there and make lists, you might 
just think about it, and you make those decisions, and you go in and you make sure you're consistent, 
you make sure that you know all of this stuff, even if you're not explaining it on the page, so that it 
shines through. And you can do this all without actually joining the theater, but I do recommend it, I 
really do, it's a blast. Even if you're hammering stuff backstage - especially if you're acting, getting out 
there - it's a great way to learn storytelling from the inside. I wouldn't trade my theater experience for 
anything. I feel like I learned more in the theater than I learned in college in creative writing classes, even 
though those were great classes. So that is my advice to you, thank you for listening, goodbye.  


