
 

 

WRITING RESOURCES  /  HONNI VAN RIJSWIJK 

WORKING ON SCENES 
A practical, flexible guide to scene design, emotional pressure, pace, scene 

length, sequence, revision and the art of leaving out what the reader already 

understands 

FICTION CRAFT  ·  SCENE & STRUCTURE  ·  TENSION  ·  PACE  ·  EMOTIONAL EFFECT  ·  REVISION  

A scene is not simply a stretch of dialogue, a location, or a portion of a chapter. It is a 

shaped interval in which something is at stake now: a character pursues, resists, 

discovers, conceals, decides, misreads or changes; pressure reorganises the 

possibilities; and the reader leaves with a different understanding, expectation or 

feeling. The change may be violent or nearly invisible. It may be a failed escape, a 

withheld answer, a shift in who has social power, or a private recognition no other 

character can see. What matters is that the dramatic state does not remain where it 

began. 

This guide brings together two exceptionally useful scene-level craft books. Scene & Structure by 

Jack M. Bickham offers a hard-edged account of cause, effect, goal, conflict, outcome and the scene–

sequel rhythm. The Scene Book by Sandra Scofield offers a more elastic vocabulary of event, 

function, structure, pulse, beats, place and emotional life. Their methods overlap, but their emphases 

differ usefully: Bickham asks whether the scene propels the struggle; Scofield asks whether it lives. 

“Every scene should end in disaster.” — Jack M. Bickham, Scene & Structure 

“Every scene has an EVENT. Every scene has a PULSE.” — Sandra Scofield, The Scene Book 

Taken literally, Bickham’s “disaster” can become mechanical. Read more generously, it means that 

an attempt should create a consequential difficulty: a “yes” with a new obligation, a “no” with a cost, 

a victory that exposes the protagonist, or an answer that changes the question. Scofield’s “pulse” 

protects the opposite danger. A logically efficient scene can still feel dead if it has no rhythm of 

attention, no charged detail, no behavioural contradiction and no felt life. The strongest working 

method combines causal pressure with sensuous and emotional presence. 

On this page 

1. Foundations — Sections 1 to 4: what a scene is, what it is not, the two principal craft books and 

the six-part scene engine. 

2. History and reader knowledge — Sections 5 and 6: how scene practice changed from 

theatrical inheritance and Victorian seriality to modernist and contemporary forms; how 

information creates mystery, suspense, surprise and dramatic irony. 

3. Techniques — Sections 7 to 12: goals, obstacles, turns, beats, subtext, place, scene–sequel 

rhythm, openings, exits, length, pace and emotional effect. 

https://books.google.com/books/about/Elements_of_Fiction_Writing_Scene_Struct.html?id=E6M3EAAAQBAJ
https://books.google.com/books/about/Elements_of_Fiction_Writing_Scene_Struct.html?id=E6M3EAAAQBAJ
https://books.google.com/books/about/The_Scene_Book.html?id=W_L8CkoRsJUC
https://books.google.com/books/about/Elements_of_Fiction_Writing_Scene_Struct.html?id=E6M3EAAAQBAJ
https://books.google.com/books/about/The_Scene_Book.html?id=W_L8CkoRsJUC
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4. Scene families — Sections 13 and 14: confrontation, discovery, intimacy, social, action, 

procedural, aftermath, tableau and hybrid scenes, with their strengths and risks. 

5. Novel examples — Section 15: Jane Austen, Charles Dickens, Virginia Woolf, Toni Morrison, 

Kazuo Ishiguro, Colson Whitehead, N. K. Jemisin and Sally Rooney. 

6. Revision — Sections 16 to 20: avoiding redundancy, scene inventories, diagnostic passes, a 

revision workshop and a final compact checklist. 

1. The useful definition: a scene changes the dramatic state 

“A scene happens in continuous time and space” is a useful default, but it is not a complete 

definition. A dinner can last twenty pages without becoming dramatic. A paragraph can contain a 

decisive encounter. A scene earns its space when the reader experiences a meaningful change in at 

least one of the following: 

• Situation: someone arrives, escapes, is trapped, gains access, loses shelter or crosses a threshold. 

• Knowledge: a secret is exposed, an assumption is disproved, a clue is reinterpreted or a lie 

becomes harder to sustain. 

• Power: authority changes hands; one character can now demand, refuse, punish, forgive or leave. 

• Relationship: intimacy deepens, trust fractures, allegiance shifts or a private bond becomes 

public. 

• Value: safety becomes danger, hope becomes despair, freedom becomes obligation, belonging 

becomes exclusion. 

• Intention: a character decides, commits, abandons one tactic or forms a new goal. 

• Self-understanding: a character recognises a desire, prejudice, fear, capacity or complicity. 

• Reader expectation: even if the characters do not yet know it, the reader’s forecast of what can 

happen next changes. 

A practical test: complete two sentences. At the beginning of the scene, the live possibility is … / At the 

end, that possibility has become … If the second answer is merely “the same, but explained at greater 

length,” the scene probably needs a stronger turn, compression, merger or removal. 

Robert McKee’s scene definition adds a valuable diagnostic: a scene should turn the “value-charged 

condition” of a character’s life. His example is not limited to physical success or failure. Love, truth, 

loyalty, dignity, privacy, belonging and self-command can all change charge. 

“A SCENE is an action through conflict in more or less continuous time and space.” — Robert 

McKee, Story 

This is an ideal, not a police rule. Some lyrical, comic or atmospheric passages hold a state still so 

that the reader can perceive it more fully. Some novels cultivate stasis as their subject. Even then, ask 

what the sustained attention does: does it thicken dread, expose a pattern, make absence palpable, 

alter scale or prepare an ethical recognition? A static event may still produce a dynamic reading 

experience. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://mckeestory.com/do-your-scenes-turn/
https://mckeestory.com/do-your-scenes-turn/
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Scene is a reader experience, not a formatting unit 

A chapter is an architectural and publishing unit. It can contain several scenes, one scene, part of a 

scene, summary, reflection or documentary material. A scene is a dramatic unit. It may cross a 

chapter break, especially when the break creates suspense or changes point of view. Never assume 

that every chapter requires one scene, or that every scene requires a chapter. 

A beat is a smaller change inside a scene: a new tactic, gesture, disclosure, interruption, emotional 

adjustment or shift of attention. “He asks; she jokes; he insists; she tidies the table; he realises she is 

afraid” describes five beats inside one encounter. 

Summary compresses duration and selects pattern: For three weeks he called every evening and 

she let the phone ring. Summary is not failed scene-writing. It is how a novel controls scale. The 

problem is not telling; it is telling at the wrong dramatic pressure. 

A sequel in the tradition of Dwight V. Swain’s Techniques of the Selling Writer and Bickham is the 

interval of reaction, dilemma and decision after a scene’s outcome. A sequel can be a full reflective 

scene, a page, a sentence, a silence or nothing at all. Its function is orientation and re-aiming, not 

compulsory decompression. 

A transition gets the reader across omitted time or space. It should be proportionate to the 

difficulty of reorientation. “By Thursday” may be enough. A page of packing, driving, parking and 

knocking usually is not. 

2. Why these two craft books 

Calling any craft books “the best” requires criteria. For this guide, the books needed to be dedicated 

to scenes rather than merely containing a chapter on them; useful to novelists rather than only 

screenwriters; influential enough to have shaped a shared craft vocabulary; practical enough to 

revise with; and different enough to illuminate one another. 

Jack M. Bickham: causal architecture 

Scene & Structure is strongest when a manuscript contains episodes that are individually competent 

but do not compel the next event. Bickham treats the novel as a chain of motivated causation. A 

character enters with a goal; opposition produces conflict; the outcome blocks, worsens or 

complicates the plan; reaction leads to a dilemma; decision produces the next goal. The reader moves 

because one event makes another necessary. 

Its practical advantages are substantial: 

• It reveals scenes that contain activity but no struggle. 

• It makes the protagonist an agent rather than a parcel moved by plot. 

• It connects local action to the large story question. 

• It helps thrillers, mysteries, romance, fantasy, adventure and commercial narratives sustain 

momentum. 

• It provides a clean revision language: goal, conflict, outcome; reaction, dilemma, decision. 

Its risks arise when the model is used as a mould: 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://books.google.com/books/about/Techniques_of_the_Selling_Writer.html?id=rWtGQrhebd0C
https://books.google.com/books/about/Elements_of_Fiction_Writing_Scene_Struct.html?id=E6M3EAAAQBAJ
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• A goal can be implicit, divided or self-deceived; forcing it into a single explicit sentence can flatten 

psychological fiction. 

• “Disaster” can produce monotonous failure if every outcome has the same negative shape.  

• Not all conflict is argument or obstruction. Seduction, etiquette, collaboration, care and silence can 

exert counterpressure. 

• Reflection does not always have to follow action in a separate unit; it may be braided through 

perception and behaviour. 

• A scene can matter because consciousness changes, even when the external plan barely moves. 

Use Bickham most firmly when pace sags because scenes do not cause one another. Use him lightly 

when the novel’s central action is perception, memory, social calibration or an inability to act. 

Sandra Scofield: event, function, structure and pulse 

The Scene Book widens the lens. Its four recurring terms—event, function, structure and pulse—ask 

not only What happens? but Why this scene, why here, and what makes it feel alive? Scofield is 

attentive to a scene’s focal point, beats of action, sensory place, emotional current, sequence and 

narrative summary. 

Its advantages: 

• It suits literary as well as plot-forward fiction. 

• It notices the difference between a scene’s visible event and its deeper function. 

• It encourages writers to build scenes around embodied behaviour and significant detail. 

• It treats rhythm, setting and emotional movement as structural, not decorative. 

• It allows “big scenes,” connective scenes, fragments and scene sequences to do different jobs. 

• Its risks are the mirror image of Bickham’s: 

• “Pulse” can become an impressionistic label unless tied to an observable change.  

•     Beautifully rendered place and behaviour can conceal that no choice is being tested. 

• A function stated after drafting can rationalise a scene the novel does not actually need. 

• Emotional texture can slow a story if every moment is given equal weight. 

Use Scofield firmly when a scene is efficient but bloodless, placeless or generic. Use her together with 

a causal test so that atmosphere and behaviour alter what the story can become. 

A combined working principle 

Bickham asks: what attempt meets what counterforce, and what consequential problem follows? 

Scofield asks: what is the event, what is its narrative function, how is it shaped, and where is its pulse? 

Together: build a scene whose lived present produces a change that makes the next movement newly 

necessary. 

3. The six-part scene engine 

A reliable scene can be designed around six controls. They are not six obligatory paragraphs or six 

chronological beats. They are six questions the writer can answer in any order. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://books.google.com/books/about/The_Scene_Book.html?id=W_L8CkoRsJUC


WORKING ON SCENES 

HONNI VAN RIJSWIJK   ·   honnivanrijswijk.com  5 

 

Figure 1. An original scene engine. A scene becomes propulsive when presence and pressure produce a turn whose 

consequence points beyond the scene. 

1. Frame: whose now, where and when? 

Establish only the orientation the reader needs. Whose perception governs? What physical and social 

space constrains behaviour? How much time is available? A scene in a lift, a courtroom, a sickroom 

and a family kitchen can involve the same information but generate different permissions, 

interruptions and risks. 

Reader effect: clear framing frees attention for implication. Deliberately unstable framing can 

produce estrangement, but accidental vagueness produces friction without meaning. 

Tension made possible: confinement, exposure, time pressure, surveillance, collision between 

public and private selves. 

2. Vector: what does someone want now? 

“Want” includes preventing, testing, hiding, enduring and delaying. The goal may be openly declared 

(get the confession), tactically disguised (make coffee so she stays), or partly unconscious (provoke 

rejection before intimacy becomes dangerous). 

Reader effect: a vector lets the reader predict and measure deviation. Without one, events may 

seem equally weighted. 

Tension made possible: anticipation, tactical conflict, moral hesitation, divided desire. 

3. Counterpressure: what makes the easy version impossible? 

An antagonist is only one source. Counterpressure may be another person’s equally valid goal, 

institutional procedure, physical limitation, social etiquette, incomplete knowledge, memory, shame, 

weather, scarcity or the protagonist’s own contradiction. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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Reader effect: resistance converts intention into drama. Good counterpressure forces revelation: 

characters show who they are by how they adapt. 

Tension made possible: opposition, delay, miscommunication, compromise, self-betrayal, 

escalation. 

4. Beat pattern: how do tactics and attention change? 

A scene breathes through beats. One person asks directly; the other evades. The first jokes; the 

second becomes literal. A third person arrives; the private issue acquires a public mask. Each beat 

should alter the local equation. 

Reader effect: beat changes prevent dialogue from becoming transcript. They make subtext legible 

without explanation. 

Tension made possible: status shifts, revelation by behaviour, rhythmic acceleration, comic 

reversal. 

5. Turn: what becomes true, possible or costly? 

The turn may be external (the door locks), informational (the alibi fails), relational (she chooses the 

rival), moral (he accepts complicity) or perceptual (the apparent rescue is surveillance). A turn can 

be quiet if it is specific and irreversible in meaning. 

Reader effect: the reader re-evaluates what came before and forecasts what follows. 

Tension made possible: surprise, recognition, dread, hope, dramatic irony. 

6. Consequence: what vector leaves the scene? 

Do not confuse consequence with explanation. Consequence is the changed pressure that travels 

forward: a promise must be kept, a lie must be maintained, a body must be hidden, an apology has 

been refused, a new plan forms. 

Reader effect: a clean consequence creates narrative appetite. The reader knows enough to want 

the next movement, not necessarily enough to predict it. 

Tension made possible: causation, open loops, obligation, pursuit, emotional aftershock. 

4. Before drafting: the scene proposition 

Planning every gesture can sterilise a scene. Planning nothing can produce pages of warm-up. A 

useful middle way is a six-line scene proposition: 

• POV and frame: who perceives, where are we, what boundary contains the scene? 

• Immediate vector: what does the focal character try to obtain, avoid, discover or conceal? 

• Countervector: what does another person or force want that makes the easy outcome 

unavailable? 

• Hidden pressure: what is not being said, or what false belief governs the tactics? 

• Turn: what changes in knowledge, value, power, relationship or intention? 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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• Exit vector: what new necessity, danger, question or decision carries forward? 

This proposition is diagnostic, not contractual. Drafting may reveal that the supposed turn is merely 

setup, or that a minor gesture contains the true scene. Revise the proposition after the draft. If you 

cannot state the turn then, the scene may be atmospheric by design—or it may not yet be a scene. 

Example proposition: At a hospital vending machine, Mara wants her estranged brother to sign the 

consent form. He wants her to admit she made their mother’s decision alone. Mara keeps discussing the 

machine. When it returns a coin stamped with their childhood arcade’s logo, he realises she has carried it 

for twenty years. He signs—but takes the coin. The medical problem advances; the family problem becomes 

more intimate and more dangerous. 

5. Historical trends: what writers have asked scenes to do 

The scene did not suddenly appear with modern craft manuals. What changed was the novel’s 

relation to theatre, publication, psychology, cinema and reader attention. “Historical trend” 

describes expanding possibilities, not a march from primitive to advanced. Contemporary fiction still 

uses ancient confrontation; Austen’s drawing rooms can feel more immediate than a badly written 

thriller. 

Classical inheritance: unity, reversal and recognition 

In Aristotle’s Poetics, the central unit is the action as a whole, with reversal and recognition as 

powerful forms of change. Later dramatic traditions gave prose fiction a durable intuition: put people 

under pressure in a bounded present and let action alter knowledge or fortune. The novel inherited 

entrances, exits, confrontation, revelation, withheld information and the social force of an 

audience—even when that audience exists only inside the imagined room. 

Eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century fiction: report, letter and social 

encounter 

Early novels often move fluidly among scene, summary, letter, authorial commentary and reported 

history. In Jane Austen, social visits, balls, proposals and walks become finely calibrated scenes 

because manners restrict what can be said. The external action may be tea; the actual action is 

inference. Free indirect style allows the narrator to expose a character’s misreading while preserving 

the social scene’s surface. 

This tradition remains useful for comedies of manners, romance, domestic fiction and any story in 

which reputation and implication matter. Its danger for a modern imitator is prolonged arrival, 

greeting and conversational throat-clearing. Austen’s scenes are not leisurely because nothing 

happens. They are economical because every civility can perform several actions at once. 

Victorian seriality: amplitude, ensemble and the engineered return 

The nineteenth-century novel often supported long scenes, large casts, comic digressions and strong 

narrator presence. Publication conditions mattered. The scholarly Digital Dickens Notes Project 

shows how Dickens planned novels in instalments, commonly grouping three or four chapters in a 

monthly number and tracking chief events, characters and motifs across the serial run. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/1974/pg1974.txt
https://dickensnotes.org/introduction/general/
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Serial form rewarded memorable entrances, distinct scene locations, recurrences, withheld 

consequences and endings with enough pressure to survive a wait. Dickens could expand a set-piece 

for emotional or comic amplitude, then compress travel and time. His example is not simply “end 

every chapter on a cliffhanger.” It is “make the return to the story desirable.” A contemporary series, 

podcast-like novel or alternating-viewpoint saga can use the same principle without imitating 

Victorian length. 

Realism and naturalism: the ordinary scene becomes consequential 

Realist fiction enlarged the dramatic value of work, money, marriage, illness, inheritance, 

bureaucracy and daily compromise. A scene need not contain a duel if an unsigned cheque or an 

awkward visit changes a life. The ordinary object becomes a pressure point because it concentrates 

social systems. The risk is documentary excess: research enters the scene but does not become a 

character’s problem. 

Modernism: clock time opens into mind time 

Modernist writers challenged the idea that a scene’s duration is identical to its page space. A walk of 

minutes can contain decades of memory; an external interruption can shift consciousness from one 

person to another. The British Library’s account of Mrs Dalloway describes a single-day novel 

organised through stream of consciousness, multiple perspectives, flashbacks, montage and the 

punctuation of Big Ben. 

The historical innovation is not that “nothing happens.” It is that perception, association and 

memory become action. The practical challenge is maintaining a present anchor. If the reader cannot 

feel what triggers the memory or how the return to now changes the character, interiority becomes 

free-floating exposition. 

Mid-century craft: scene, sequel and motivation–reaction 

The teaching lineage associated with Dwight V. Swain and later Bickham formalised scene as pursuit 

under conflict and sequel as reaction, dilemma and decision. It also emphasised the order of 

stimulus and response: the reader should normally perceive the cause before the character’s reaction. 

This vocabulary remains powerful because it turns vagueness into sequence. Its historical limitation 

is its association with a strongly external, forward-driving model of popular fiction. Contemporary 

writers can keep its causal clarity while varying scale, silence and interiority. 

Cinema, television and the “cut” 

Film taught novelists and readers to tolerate hard entry, rapid intercutting, visual juxtaposition and 

omission. Television intensified scene sequences: short units, ensemble plots, act-out pressure, 

recurring locations, and revelations timed around breaks. The benefit is energy. The danger is 

writing a screenplay with thoughts added—visible action without the novel’s unique power to move 

through language, memory, interpretation and voice. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://www.britishlibrary.cn/en/articles/introduction-to-mrs-dalloway/
https://books.google.com/books/about/Techniques_of_the_Selling_Writer.html?id=rWtGQrhebd0C
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Contemporary plurality: elastic scenes and hybrid documents 

Contemporary novels may use micro-scenes, fragments, messages, transcripts, lists, braided 

timelines and modular episodes alongside long immersive set-pieces. Literary fiction often blurs 

scene and summary; commercial fiction may use shorter chapters and frequent reversals; historical 

fiction may alternate panoramic compression with embodied moments; speculative fiction may stage 

exposition as discovery or conflict. 

No contemporary “trend” eliminates the need for change. It relocates it. A scene in messages may 

turn through a read receipt. A fragment may revise the meaning of a prior fragment. A deliberately 

repetitive scene may reveal institutional entrapment because one minute difference becomes 

unbearable. Form can vary radically; dramatic discrimination remains. 

6. Reader knowledge: the hidden architecture of tension 

Scene tension is not merely the amount of danger. It is the relationship between what characters 

know, what the reader knows, what each believes, and when knowledge can be acted upon. 

The reader knows less: mystery and curiosity 

The focal character notices a locked drawer but not its contents; a visitor uses a name the narrator 

does not recognise. The scene raises a question and delays the answer. 

Advantages: clean forward pull; useful for mystery, gothic, speculative and psychological fiction; 

turns objects and omissions into clues. 

Disadvantages: arbitrary withholding feels manipulative, especially if the viewpoint character 

knows the answer but the narration dodges it. Too many questions without partial answers produce 

vagueness rather than mystery. 

Best match, with exceptions: investigation, discovery, uncanny fiction, hidden histories, 

unreliable perception. 

The reader knows roughly what the focal character knows: immersion and 

uncertainty 

Knowledge arrives through present perception. The reader shares the character’s incomplete forecast 

and experiences the turn with them. 

Advantages: strong identification and surprise; well suited to action, romance, coming-of-age and 

close psychological narration. 

Disadvantages: the scene can become informationally flat if nothing is reinterpreted. Surprise 

without preparation feels random. 

Best match: stories driven by experience, adaptation, competence or changing self-knowledge. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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The reader knows more: suspense and dramatic irony 

The reader sees the trap, understands the lie or recognises the wrong person while the character 

proceeds. The question is no longer What is happening? but When will they know, and what will 

knowledge cost? 

Advantages: sustained dread; double meanings in dialogue; ethical complexity when the reader 

becomes an anxious witness. 

Disadvantages: if the character remains ignorant too long for no credible reason, they appear 

foolish. Repeatedly showing the threat can spend tension rather than increase it. 

Best match: tragedy, domestic suspense, espionage, satire, horror and stories of self-deception. 

The characters know different things: negotiation and misrecognition 

Most rich social scenes are not a single information gap but a moving network. A knows B’s secret; B 

knows C’s intention; C misreads A’s silence. Every line alters the map. 

Advantages: dense subtext, reversals, alliances and status play. 

Disadvantages: confusion if the writer has not privately mapped who knows what and from when. 

Best match: ensemble fiction, family sagas, political novels, comedies of manners, heists and 

courtroom stories. 

Knowledge map before drafting: list every present character. Beside each, write knows / believes / 

wants others to believe / fears will be revealed. Then mark what the reader knows. Tension often 

appears in the gap between those columns. 

7. Goal, obstacle and outcome—without mechanical scenes 

The classic Bickham scene is often summarised as goal → conflict → disaster. Its enduring 

insight is not the terminology. It is that dramatic action needs a forecastable attempt, responsive 

resistance and a consequential result. 

Make the goal playable 

“Be happy” is a story desire, not a playable scene goal. “Keep her at the table until the lawyer arrives” 

can be acted upon. “Find out whether he remembers the night” can be tested. “Avoid crying during 

the toast” creates a behavioural line through a social scene. 

A playable goal gives the character tactics. If a goal cannot produce verbs, make it more immediate. 

Let obstacles answer the tactic 

Generic obstacles merely delay. Dramatic counterpressure responds specifically. If the protagonist 

lies, the other person asks for a detail. If they charm, the other insists on procedure. If they threaten, 

the other makes the threat public. The scene becomes an exchange of adaptations, not a wall the 

protagonist repeatedly hits. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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Vary the outcome 

“No” is only one possible disaster. More interesting outcomes include: 

• Yes, but: the character gains the object and accepts a cost. 

• No, and: failure worsens the original position. 

• Yes, therefore: success creates a larger duty or exposure. 

• No, unless: a new bargain reframes the goal. 

• Wrong goal: the attempt succeeds and reveals that the character wanted the wrong thing. 

• Moral victory, practical loss: the character preserves integrity but loses leverage. 

• Practical victory, moral loss: the plot advances while the self is compromised. 

• Ambiguous gain: different characters leave believing they won. 

Variety matters because identical failure creates redundancy. Escalation is not “the same door is 

locked more firmly.” It is “the problem changes category.” A financial problem becomes a loyalty 

problem; a secrecy problem becomes a public reputation problem; a physical escape becomes a 

moral choice about whom to leave behind. 

8. Turns: change value, not merely topic 

A conversation can range across six subjects without turning. A scene turns when a meaningful 

condition changes charge or direction. 

External turn 

A body is found; the train departs; the vote fails. External turns are easy to recognise and powerful 

for plot. Their danger is spectacle without inner consequence. Ask who must now do what differently. 

Informational turn 

A fact appears, but the deepest turn is often reinterpretation. “The key fits” is information; “the 

victim wanted me to find the room” changes agency and meaning. 

Relational turn 

Trust becomes suspicion, deference becomes command, rivalry becomes collusion. Relational turns 

can be nearly silent and are central to romance, family fiction and political drama. 

Moral turn 

A character crosses a line, refuses complicity or discovers that every available action harms someone. 

This turn creates tension after the scene because consequences attach to identity, not only outcome. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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Perceptual turn 

The world does not change; the seeing does. A familiar room becomes evidence of neglect. A 

kindness becomes control. Perceptual turns suit literary, psychological and first-person fiction, 

provided perception alters later choice or the reader’s judgement. 

False turn and delayed turn 

A false victory can end a scene positively while the reader perceives the unacknowledged cost. A 

delayed turn occurs when the meaning of a prior scene changes later. These forms reward trust and 

rereading, but require fair preparation. The earlier scene needs details that become newly 

intelligible, not a retroactive invention. 

Turn test: identify one value at the opening—safe/dangerous, united/divided, trusted/suspected, 

free/obligated, ignorant/aware. Mark its charge at the close. If the charge is unchanged, identify the scene’s 

other work. If there is no other unique work, cut or redesign. 

9. Beats, tactics and the rhythm of pressure 

A beat begins when the operative action changes. The character stops pleading and bargains. The 

listener stops evading and attacks. The room interrupts. A memory changes the focal character’s 

interpretation. Beats should be perceived through language and behaviour, not labelled for the 

reader. 

Stimulus before response 

Usually, present the stimulus before the response: the glass breaks, then she flinches. Reversing 

them can briefly disorient or create suspense, but repeated reversal makes action hard to visualise. 

Psychological response follows the same principle. Let the insult land before explaining the wound it 

touches. 

Tactic ladders 

Draft a scene’s tactics as verbs: 

• Invite cooperation. 

• Flatter resistance. 

• Trade information. 

• Expose a contradiction. 

• Threaten a consequence. 

• Withdraw and make absence the pressure. 

The verbs will differ by character. One person may soothe → joke → minimise → vanish. Another 

may question → document → corner → appeal. Tactic change reveals personality under pressure. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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Beat length controls tempo 

Short beats and fast alternation create urgency, volatility or comedy. Longer beats let an image, 

thought or emotional recognition accumulate. A crucial emotional scene often needs both: rapid 

defensive tactics followed by a slowed beat in which the character can no longer avoid feeling. 

Do not annotate every beat 

Dialogue followed by gesture followed by interpretation can triple the same meaning: 

“Fine,” she said angrily, slamming the cup to show that she was furious. 

Choose the carrier with the greatest additional value. “Fine.” The cup missed the saucer. The spoken 

word claims closure; the physical error reveals disturbance. The reader performs the inference, 

which is more intimate than receiving a diagnosis. 

10. Dialogue, subtext, silence and social action 

Dialogue is not automatically scene. Transcript records what was said; scene reveals what speech 

does. 

Give every speaker an action 

A line may invite, test, distract, punish, recruit, soothe, embarrass, classify, seduce, disclaim or buy 

time. When every line merely supplies information, dialogue becomes an interview conducted for the 

reader. 

Let the literal subject carry another struggle 

Two siblings discuss who will take the dog. The deeper struggle concerns who cared for their father. 

A couple chooses paint colours while testing whether either still imagines a shared future. Subtext is 

not vagueness. The literal conversation must remain coherent while behaviour, selection and 

omission activate the other subject. 

Use silence as an action, not an empty pause 

Silence can refuse, invite, punish, protect, mislead or transfer responsibility. Specify its social 

meaning through what happens around it. Who is forced to fill it? Who looks away? What becomes 

audible because no one speaks? 

Triangulate 

A third person, object or task can intensify a two-person scene. A child enters during an argument; 

the private language changes. A nurse keeps adjusting a drip while a family bargains. The coffee 

machine requires repeated movement. Triangulation prevents static “talking heads” and creates 

opportunities for concealment and misreading. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/


WORKING ON SCENES 

HONNI VAN RIJSWIJK   ·   honnivanrijswijk.com  14 

Interrupt at the point of maximum leverage 

An interruption is useful when it changes the terms, not merely when the writer wants to postpone 

an answer. If a phone rings just before every confession, readers feel the author’s hand. Better: the 

caller is the person being discussed; answering or refusing becomes a choice. 

11. Place, objects and blocking: make the room exert pressure 

Setting is most dramatic when it changes what characters can do, say, notice or hide. 

Boundaries 

A locked office creates privacy and entrapment. A public platform permits spectacle but punishes 

candour. A car forces physical proximity and forward motion. A kitchen contains tools, nourishment, 

labour and family history. Choose location for pressure, not convenience. 

Objects as verbs 

Props should be handled. A ring can be hidden, returned, worn on the wrong hand or used to scratch 

a table. An unopened envelope can move between characters and redistribute power. Avoid 

cataloguing décor that never enters action or perception. 

Blocking reveals relation 

Who sits? Who stands over whom? Who controls the exit, the kettle, the evidence, the child? Physical 

movement can externalise power without explanation. If characters remain motionless for ten pages, 

that can be deliberate—but then immobility itself should feel constrained or chosen. 

Sensory selection 

Select what this character would notice under this pressure. A surgeon entering a restaurant after a 

failed operation may notice the waiter’s hands. A person concealing poverty may notice prices before 

flavours. Specific attention binds setting to viewpoint and theme. 

Place can turn 

The same room can change meaning. A childhood bedroom first offers safety, then becomes proof 

that the family expected the character never to return. A public square becomes dangerous when the 

crowd recognises someone. The turn is not a new backdrop; it is a changed relation between person 

and place. 
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12. Openings, exits and the controlled omission of time 

Enter where prediction becomes unstable 

“Enter late” does not mean begin with unexplained shouting. Begin near the moment when the 

character’s expectation can be tested. You may need one orienting sentence, one social fact, one 

physical objective. You rarely need the journey, greeting, coat removal, drink order and recap. 

Strong entries often use: 

• Arrival under pressure: someone is already waiting, or should not be there. 

• Action with an implied objective: the character deletes a message, counts exits, hides a stain. 

• A line that changes the social temperature: “I told her you invited us.” 

• A sensory disturbance: an alarm, missing smell, wrong silence. 

• A consequence before its cause: the scene opens on damage, then lets the reader infer what 

produced it. 

Exit after the turn, before commentary repeats it 

Many drafts produce a strong final gesture and then explain it for a paragraph. Trust the landing. 

Exit on: 

• a decision that points forward; 

• an image that changes meaning; 

• a question the next scene will complicate; 

• a promise or threat; 

• a physical action that makes the choice real; 

• an emotional reversal the character cannot yet name. 

“Exit early” does not mean deny necessary consequence. It means stop after consequence is felt and 

legible, before it is paraphrased. A major death may need a long aftermath; a cutting remark may 

need only the click of a latch. 

Omit the connective tissue 

Readers can cross time and space quickly when the new scene supplies three anchors: who, 

where/when, what is live now. A chapter break can do the work of a train timetable. Use 

transition in proportion to disorientation, not distance. 

Cut the corridor: search for leaving, walking, driving, arriving, greeting, sitting, ordering, recapping and 

departing. Keep these actions only when the threshold itself changes the relationship, creates anticipation, 

reveals avoidance or contains an obstacle. 
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13. Scene length, pace and emotional effect 

There is no ideal scene word count. Length is a ratio between page space and dramatic importance. A 

long scene says, stay; this process matters. A short scene says, the change is sharp; carry it 

forward. The categories below are revision lenses, not market rules. 

Micro-scene: a paragraph to roughly 500 words 

A micro-scene captures one encounter, image, decision or jolt. It can accelerate a sequence, widen an 

ensemble, deliver a brief counterpoint or make a tiny change conspicuous. 

Advantages: speed, clarity, shock, rhythmic contrast, easy juxtaposition. 

Disadvantages: emotional events may feel skimmed; repeated micro-scenes can fragment 

immersion; characters may become functions. 

Tension: surprise, collision, accumulating pattern, rapid countdown. 

Often suits: thrillers, polyphonic novels, war narratives, fragmented memory, comic interludes, 

epistolary or documentary forms. 

To maximise emotional effect: make the selection exact. One physical detail can carry more than 

a summary of feeling. Place the micro-scene beside a longer unit so its brevity registers as rupture. 

Short scene: roughly 500 to 1,200 words 

A short scene normally supports a clear objective, a few tactic changes and one turn. It is the 

workhorse of propulsive fiction. 

Advantages: momentum, clean scene questions, frequent variation, strong chapter-end pressure. 

Disadvantages: habitual shortness can make every encounter feel equally important; reflection 

and atmosphere may be underfed. 

Tension: pursuit, concealment, negotiation, discovery. 

Often suits: mystery, romance, adventure, fantasy, crime, young adult and fast-moving ensemble 

narratives. 

To maximise pace: enter on the active problem, reduce backstory to the fact that changes the 

tactic, and exit when the vector changes. 

Medium scene: roughly 1,200 to 2,500 words 

A medium scene can contain a full tactic ladder, a relational shift, sensory place and a developed 

aftermath without becoming a set-piece. 

Advantages: balance of immersion and movement; space for subtext; useful tonal flexibility. 

Disadvantages: it can become default-shaped—competent but rhythmically monotonous across a 

whole novel. 

Tension: layered negotiation, gradual exposure, mixed public and private stakes. 
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Often suits: most contemporary literary and commercial novels. 

To maximise effect: give the scene an internal rhythm: approach, pressure, pivot, slowed 

recognition, decisive exit. Vary beat density rather than padding every section equally. 

Long scene: roughly 2,500 to 5,000 words 

A long scene invites deep presence. It can sustain a dinner, trial, journey, vigil, party, seduction, siege 

or family confrontation while pressure changes form. 

Advantages: immersion, complex ensemble choreography, emotional accumulation, room for 

reversals and aftershocks. 

Disadvantages: middle drift, repeated tactics, unearned grandness, reader fatigue. 

Tension: endurance, social exposure, layered alliances, slow revelation, moral attrition. 

Often suits: literary fiction, historical fiction, family sagas, courtroom novels, contained thrillers 

and major relationship turns. 

To maximise emotional effect: do not merely prolong the subject. Divide the scene into phases 

with different pressures. Let an early local goal give way to the deeper issue. Slow only at the moment 

the character’s defences fail. 

Set-piece: 5,000 words or more 

A set-piece is a major dramatic environment: a wedding, battle, ball, hearing, funeral, performance, 

disaster or extended encounter that reorganises many story lines. 

Advantages: amplitude, memorability, convergence, spectacle, communal or historical scale. 

Disadvantages: logistical overload; emotional diffusion; a sense that the novel has paused to 

admire its production. 

Tension: multiple clocks, converging secrets, public consequences, irreversible choice. 

Often suits: epic, historical, speculative and ensemble fiction; climactic social novels. 

To maximise narrative tension: give the set-piece a hierarchy. One governing question, two or 

three subordinate lines, a clear escalation pattern, and a turn that no smaller scene could produce. 

Cut attractive business that does not alter the hierarchy. 

Pace is not the same as speed 

Pace is the reader’s felt rate of meaningful change. Short sentences can describe nothing changing. A 

long paragraph can rapidly revise a life. To quicken pace: 

• reduce orientation after the reader is grounded; 

• shorten the gap between tactic and response; 

• compress repeated attempts; 

• increase the consequence of each beat; 

• intercut only when each cut intensifies a shared question; 
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• end before explanation settles the emotion. 

To slow pace without losing tension: 

• narrow attention to one consequential action; 

• increase sensory and bodily precision; 

• let a character anticipate the cost before acting; 

• expand the irreversible moment, not the setup; 

• use silence and delayed response; 

• permit contradictory feeling rather than summarising it. 

Emotional magnification: page space should expand around recognition, choice and consequence, not 

automatically around noise. A whisper that ends a marriage may deserve more time than the car crash that 

delayed the conversation. 

14. Scene families: what kind of tension do you need? 

Scenes can belong to several families at once. The labels are useful because they suggest different 

engines and different redundancy risks. 

Confrontation scene 

Two or more aims cannot coexist. Tension comes from tactics, status and cost. 

Strengths: clarity, energy, revelation under pressure. Risks: repetitive arguing, on-the-nose 

declarations, false intensity. Story match: family drama, romance, political fiction, crime, 

courtroom and workplace narratives. Best revision question: how does each side change tactic, 

and what can be lost besides the argument? 

Discovery or revelation scene 

A character searches, observes, tests or receives information that changes meaning. 

Strengths: curiosity and reinterpretation. Risks: passive delivery, convenient documents, 

information without action. Story match: mystery, speculative, historical, gothic and identity 

narratives. Best question: what must the character do to earn the knowledge, and why is knowing 

dangerous? 

Decision or dilemma scene 

The action is choosing between incompatible costs. External movement may be small; mental and 

moral movement is large. 

Strengths: character revelation, ethical tension. Risks: circular rumination, a false choice with an 

obvious correct answer. Story match: tragedy, literary fiction, leadership stories, medical and legal 

narratives. Best question: what valued thing is sacrificed whichever option is chosen? 

Intimacy, confession or seduction scene 

Characters risk being known or strategically perform vulnerability. 
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Strengths: emotional proximity, ambiguity, relational turn. Risks: reciprocal monologues, 

therapeutic neatness, backstory dumps. Story match: romance, friendship, family, coming-of-age, 

psychological fiction. Best question: what does each person disclose, withhold and misinterpret? 

Social or status scene 

The overt event is a meal, meeting, party, ceremony or visit; the underlying action is inclusion, rank, 

reputation and alliance. 

Strengths: subtext, ensemble tension, irony. Risks: too many names, decorative chatter, unclear 

centre. Story match: Austenian comedy of manners, campus and workplace novels, political and 

family sagas. Best question: who can speak freely, who cannot, and what changes in the room’s 

hierarchy? 

Action, pursuit or escape scene 

Physical objective and time pressure dominate. 

Strengths: urgency, embodiment, spatial tension. Risks: geography confusion, interchangeable 

blows, invulnerable characters, no emotional decisions. Story match: thriller, fantasy, crime, war, 

adventure, horror. Best question: how does the action force a character choice and change the later 

options? 

Procedural or work scene 

Characters diagnose, build, investigate, cook, operate, teach, repair or perform skilled work. 

Strengths: competence pleasure, world-building through action, credible constraint. Risks: 

research display, jargon, steps without opposition. Story match: police, medical, legal, scientific, 

artistic, culinary and workplace fiction. Best question: what professional procedure conflicts with 

personal desire or incomplete knowledge? 

Aftermath or sequel scene 

Characters absorb an outcome, feel, evaluate, decide and re-aim. 

Strengths: emotional depth, consequence, character choice. Risks: recap, static brooding, 

repeating what the reader already felt. Story match: trauma narratives, literary fiction, romance, 

tragedy, any story after a major reversal. Best question: what new decision emerges that could not 

have existed before the preceding event? 

Tableau, atmospheric or witnessing scene 

The scene holds attention on a place, group or condition. Its action may be observation. 

Strengths: mood, scale, ethical witnessing, thematic recurrence. Risks: decorative stasis, generic 

lyricism. Story match: historical, ecological, gothic, war and place-centred fiction. Best question: 

what pattern becomes perceptible, and how does the act of witnessing change the observer or reader? 
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Montage or summary–scene hybrid 

Compressed pattern alternates with selected moments in full scene. 

Strengths: temporal range, efficient development, cumulative emotion. Risks: greatest moments 

are summarised; selection feels arbitrary. Story match: relationships across years, training, 

decline, migration, institutional repetition. Best question: which one moment deserves expansion 

because it changes the pattern? 

15. Scenes in novels: eight different kinds of power 

These examples are not templates. They show how a scene’s effect arises from the interaction of 

length, viewpoint, setting, information and pressure. 

Jane Austen: Pride and Prejudice—a proposal that reverses its own genre 

Darcy’s first proposal begins after several minutes of silence and physical agitation: 

“In vain have I struggled. It will not do. My feelings will not be repressed.” — Jane Austen, 

Pride and Prejudice 

The conventional forecast is union: a wealthy man declares love. Austen turns the scene by allowing 

Darcy’s tenderness and pride to occupy the same speech. The proposal insults the person it seeks. 

Elizabeth’s silence is misread as encouragement; her refusal releases accumulated grievances; his 

attempted romantic victory becomes a crisis of self-knowledge. 

The scene is comparatively long because the emotional effect depends on phase changes. Agitation 

becomes declaration; declaration becomes condescension; astonishment becomes anger; accusation 

becomes defensive admission. The dramatic irony is exquisite: Darcy thinks the social disparity is his 

obstacle, while the reader and Elizabeth know his character and conduct are the true obstacles. 

Practical lesson: in a major relationship scene, let the apparent genre function turn against itself. 

A proposal can become an indictment; a reconciliation can reveal incompatibility. Length is earned 

by successive changes, not by the prestige of the occasion. 

Charles Dickens: Great Expectations—enter at the instant safety ends 

Pip’s churchyard scene converts description into immediate threat: 

“Hold your noise!” cried a terrible voice, as a man started up from among the graves. — 

Charles Dickens, Great Expectations 

The entry is late and physical. Dickens does not first explain who the man is, how he reached the 

marshes or what crime he committed. Pip’s limited knowledge turns every detail into danger. The 

convict’s demands create a playable goal for the child—bring food and a file—while fear and pity 

complicate the moral situation. 

The scene’s pace comes from stimulus and response, concrete objects and spatial vulnerability. Its 

emotional endurance comes from more than shock: the terrifying man is also cold, injured and 

hungry. Threat and need coexist, making Pip’s later choice psychologically credible. 
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Practical lesson: action scenes deepen when the obstacle is also humanly legible. A scene can 

move quickly while creating mixed feeling; pace does not require moral simplicity. 

Virginia Woolf: Mrs Dalloway—a small errand opens into lifetime 

“Mrs Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself.” — Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway 

The sentence supplies a simple external vector, then the scene dilates. London, memory, ageing, war, 

marriage, Peter Walsh and Clarissa’s social role move through the walk. Clock time continues; mind 

time expands. The flowers are not a McGuffin to be obtained efficiently. The errand is a channel 

through which consciousness meets the city. 

Woolf maintains a present anchor through walking, traffic, encounters and the striking of Big Ben. 

Memory is triggered, not pasted in. The reader’s state of knowledge expands associatively: we learn 

what Clarissa values by what the morning summons. 

Practical lesson: an interior scene can be propulsive when every association changes the 

emotional pressure of the present. To slow time effectively, keep returning to the body, the location 

and the unfinished action. 

Toni Morrison: Beloved—place enters as an antagonist 

“124 was spiteful. Full of a baby’s venom.” — Toni Morrison, Beloved 

The opening turns an address into a temperament. Before the reader understands the history, the 

house is already an active pressure. Morrison’s scenes repeatedly allow present sensation to open 

traumatic time; the past is not a detachable explanatory block but a force acting on bodies, rooms 

and relationships. 

The publisher’s reader’s guide notes how smells, sounds and family stories blur time and make 

memory palpable. That elasticity maximises emotional effect because knowledge arrives at the speed 

characters can bear or evade it. The reader experiences both uncertainty and recognition. 

Practical lesson: when the past is the pressure, reveal it through present triggers, altered 

behaviour and material consequence. Repeated memory is not redundant if each return changes 

ownership, detail, meaning or capacity to act. 

Kazuo Ishiguro: Never Let Me Go—quiet scenes under a withheld catastrophe 

Ishiguro’s Kathy narrates apparently modest episodes—school exchanges, possessions, friendships, 

misunderstandings—while the reader gradually recognises the institution’s purpose. Scenes often 

turn through a word or social embarrassment rather than confrontation. The global horror remains 

largely outside the frame, which makes the local desire for dignity devastating. 

The Nobel Prize’s authorised extract from Never Let Me Go demonstrates how reminiscence, 

qualification and delayed understanding govern Kathy’s voice. Information is not withheld as a 

puzzle-box trick. Her normality is the tragedy: the characters have learned to live inside conditions 

the reader finds intolerable. 
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Practical lesson: tension can grow from the distance between a narrator’s emotional scale and the 

reader’s expanding knowledge. Do not inflate every scene to match the premise. Let the catastrophe 

refract through ordinary objects, jealousies and hopes. 

Colson Whitehead: The Underground Railroad—refusal creates the first scene 

question 

“The first time Caesar approached Cora about running north, she said no.” — Colson 

Whitehead, The Underground Railroad 

The sentence contains a prior attempt, a proposition, a dangerous goal and a refusal. “The first time” 

promises repetition; “said no” makes the reader ask what pressure will change the answer. The 

scene’s engine is not escape yet, but the formation of willingness. 

Whitehead’s larger state-by-state design alternates immersive danger with sharp historical and 

institutional reorientation. The publisher’s reading guide explicitly asks how this structure affects the 

reading process and notes the emotional instability created when comfort is followed by sudden 

tragedy. 

Practical lesson: the first useful turn may be a refusal, not a commitment. A “no” creates 

momentum when it defines the cost and makes the conditions of a future “yes” urgent. 

N. K. Jemisin: The Fifth Season—macro catastrophe, intimate address 

“Let’s start with the end of the world, why don’t we?” — N. K. Jemisin, The Fifth Season 

The opening combines invitation, irony and catastrophe. It changes scale immediately, yet the 

narrative’s force comes from how systemic disaster enters intimate scenes of grief, flight, 

concealment and survival. Different narrative strands and persons reorganise the reader’s knowledge 

until their relation becomes a major structural turn. 

Practical lesson: a large-scale premise does not absolve the scene from local pressure. Anchor 

apocalypse in what someone must do with their hands, body, child, secret or next hour. Use changes 

of scale as rhythm: panorama makes the system visible; scene makes the cost felt. 

Sally Rooney: Normal People—micro-beats, miscommunication and status 

Rooney’s scenes often use apparently plain dialogue, small bodily adjustments and what characters 

fail to request. An official Faber reading guide quotes the social split at the heart of the early scenes: 

“In school he and Marianne affect not to know each other.” — Sally Rooney, Normal People 

“Affect” makes avoidance an action. Private intimacy and public denial create two status systems. 

Scenes turn when one character assumes something need not be said and the other experiences the 

omission as a choice. The tension is not lack of feeling but imperfect translation between feeling, 

class, shame and speech. 

Practical lesson: miscommunication is convincing when each person’s inference is locally 

reasonable. Do not preserve a plot by making one clarifying sentence artificially impossible. Build the 

silence from status, fear, habit and competing interpretations. 
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16. Avoiding redundancy: make every return alter the pattern 

Redundancy is not repetition. Repetition is a designed recurrence whose difference matters. 

Redundancy is page space that asks the reader to perform work already completed without changing 

value, knowledge, relationship, tactic, pattern or emotional depth. 

 

Figure 2. An original redundancy funnel. A scene earns full dramatic space through unique change; otherwise its strongest 

material should be compressed, merged, relocated or cut. 

The four common redundancies 

1. Repeated function 

Three scenes separately prove that the employer is cruel, the marriage is cold or the town is hostile. If 

the conclusion is unchanged, combine the strongest details or make each recurrence change 

category. 

Revision: scene one establishes the pattern; scene two complicates it with an exception; scene three 

forces a costly choice. Repetition becomes escalation. 

2. Repeated information 

Characters tell each other what the reader already knows. Sometimes recap is realistic, but fiction 

need not reproduce every necessary real-world conversation. 

Revision: cut to the reaction, conceal a motive during the retelling, or let the retelling itself be 

strategic. “By the time she finished telling him, he had stopped packing” gives the consequence 

without replaying the facts. 

3. Repeated emotion 

The action shows fear, dialogue names fear, interior thought diagnoses fear and narration confirms 

fear. Emotional overdetermination reduces the reader’s participation. 
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Revision: keep carriers that contradict or add dimension. A calm line plus an uncontrolled hand is 

richer than four synonyms for panic. 

4. Repeated tactic 

The protagonist asks the same way; the obstacle refuses the same way. Volume increases but the 

relationship does not. 

Revision: change the verb. Ask → bargain → expose → withdraw. Or let the refusal change from 

polite to procedural to personal, revealing deeper stakes. 

The unique-change test 

For every scene, mark its strongest unique change: 

• new fact; 

• new interpretation of an old fact; 

• new decision; 

• new cost; 

• new power relation; 

• new emotional capacity; 

• new pattern difference; 

• new story question. 

If another scene produces the same change more strongly, decide which scene owns it. Transfer 

essential detail, then cut or repurpose the weaker scene. 

Merge scenes when their pressures improve one another 

Two necessary but thin scenes can become one strong scene. Deliver the medical result during the 

sibling argument. Conduct the work interview while the protagonist hides evidence. Let a romantic 

conversation occur during a task with a deadline. Merging is strongest when the functions conflict; it 

is weak when it merely piles information into one room. 

Compress pattern; dramatise exception 

Summary is the great anti-redundancy tool. Summarise the routine, then scene the day the routine 

fails. Every Friday he brought roses. On the seventh Friday, the vase was gone. The scene begins 

where prediction breaks. 

Do not repeat the landing 

After a turn, drafts often contain a gesture, a thought and a concluding explanation. Circle the first 

moment at which a careful reader understands the change. Test cutting everything after it. Restore 

only what adds consequence, contradiction or a forward vector. 
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Repeated scenes can be the form—if difference is the subject 

Institutional, traumatic and comic narratives sometimes need recurrence. A care worker performs 

the same procedure with a patient whose recognition diminishes. A bureaucratic interview repeats 

with one altered word. A marriage reenacts the same quarrel, but the power to leave shifts. 

The craft question becomes: what difference can the reader now detect? If the answer is none, the 

repetition may simulate tedium more effectively than it creates art. Compress until the difference 

becomes audible. 

17. Scene sequences: causation, alternation and cumulative 

pressure 

A compelling scene is local. A compelling novel also controls the relation among scenes. 

Therefore, but, meanwhile 

Use three conjunctions to test sequence: 

• Therefore: the prior outcome causes this attempt. 

• But: the prior expectation meets complication or reversal. 

• Meanwhile: another line advances under related pressure. 

Too many “and then” joins indicate chronology without causation. Too many “meanwhile” cuts can 

postpone every consequence. Too many “therefore” joins can feel relentlessly engineered. Vary the 

relation while preserving the reader’s sense of necessity. 

Alternate pressure, not merely viewpoint 

An A/B structure is useful when each line changes how the reader experiences the other. End A with 

a decision; enter B where the reader sees its unintended cost. Show B preparing a threat A cannot yet 

imagine. If the two stories do not exchange pressure, alternation feels like channel-switching. 

Scene and sequel as a variable rhythm 

After high-intensity action, readers may need emotional processing, new understanding and a 

decision. But the sequel should be proportional: 

• Zero: cut directly when disorientation is the desired effect. 

• One line: register the wound and move. 

• Short interval: reaction → dilemma → decision. 

• Full scene: when aftermath changes relationship, identity or moral direction. 

Do not make every scene followed by a reflective chamber of equal size. Rhythm depends on unequal 

recovery. 
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Escalate by changing the attacked value 

Pressure grows most effectively when complications are difficult in different ways. First competence 

fails; then loyalty is tested; then public legitimacy collapses; then the character must choose what 

kind of person to be. The stakes rise because the problem invades deeper values, not because the 

antagonist shouts louder. 

Use contrast to refresh attention 

Place a quiet care scene after public spectacle; a comic scene before danger; a long scene after a run 

of fragments. Contrast can increase rather than release tension because the reader carries knowledge 

the new scene does not acknowledge. 

18. A scene inventory for the whole novel 

Create one row per scene. Keep entries short enough to scan. The aim is not bureaucracy; it is 

pattern recognition. 

• Scene number and chapter. 

• POV character. 

• Place and story time. 

• Immediate vector. 

• Counterpressure. 

• Opening value and closing value. 

• Information gained, withheld or reinterpreted. 

• Relationship or power shift. 

• Exit vector. 

• Approximate word count. 

• Scene family. 

• Unique function. 

Then scan vertically rather than reading prose: 

• Are five consecutive scenes the same length? 

• Does the protagonist fail in the same way repeatedly? 

• Does one POV receive only connective scenes while another receives all major turns? 

• Are important decisions made offstage and later reported? 

• Do locations recur without changing meaning? 

• Are aftermath scenes clustered until the middle stalls? 

• Does every chapter end on the same kind of withheld answer? 

• Are two scenes performing the same exposition? 

• Where does a long scene announce importance the story has not earned? 

• Where is a decisive emotional turn compressed because it was difficult to write? 
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Colour code with restraint: one colour for external turns, one for relational or internal turns, one for 

aftermath/decision, one for summary/transition. A manuscript made almost entirely of one colour is not 

automatically wrong, but it tells you what experience you are repeatedly offering. 

19. Revision passes: change one variable at a time 

Trying to fix purpose, dialogue, setting, pacing and sentences simultaneously creates noise. Revise in 

passes from structural to local. 

Pass 1: necessity 

Write the scene’s unique change in one sentence. If you cannot, identify whether the scene is 

designed as atmosphere, pattern or witness. If neither applies, cut, merge or redesign before 

polishing. 

Pass 2: causation 

Complete: Because of the previous scene, this character now … and Because of this scene, the next 

scene must … Repair orphan scenes whose only link is “later.” 

Pass 3: reader knowledge 

Mark what the reader learns on each page. Check that mystery is not produced by artificial viewpoint 

withholding, and that exposition arrives when it changes a choice or interpretation. 

Pass 4: tactics and beats 

Underline each change of tactic. If several pages contain the same verb, escalate, interrupt or 

compress. Check stimulus–response order and spatial clarity. 

Pass 5: emotional shape 

Mark where the focal character’s bodily or interpretive state changes. Expand the decisive 

recognition if it passes too quickly. Cut labels that merely repeat behaviour. 

Pass 6: place and objects 

Circle every setting detail. Keep details that constrain, trigger, contrast, characterise attention or 

acquire new meaning. Cut the neutral inventory. 

Pass 7: entry and exit 

Cut into the first page until removing one more line would impair orientation or tension. Cut from 

the end until removing one more line would erase consequence or the exit vector. 

Pass 8: pace and sentence energy 

Only now revise syntax. Shorten where responses should collide. Lengthen where perception should 

dilate. Replace explanatory transitions with causal or sensory ones. 
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Pass 9: redundancy 

Search for emotional labels, recap phrases, repeated questions, greetings, travel, meals completed in 

full, and multiple metaphors for the same feeling. Preserve designed recurrence; remove duplicate 

labour. 

Pass 10: read aloud 

Listen for stalled exchanges, speeches of equal length, tactical repetition, missing pauses and overly 

signposted turns. A scene’s pulse is often audible before it is analytically visible. 

20. A complete scene workshop 

Use this exercise on a scene that feels slow, emotionally thin or strangely long. 

Step 1: write the before-and-after 

State the dramatic condition at the opening and close without describing events. Opening: Arun 

believes Mira will protect the family secret. Close: Arun knows she has already traded it for 

protection of her own. 

If the conditions are identical, choose a stronger turn or reduce the scene’s scale. 

Step 2: name the opposed verbs 

Give the main forces actions: Arun recruits; Mira tests. Later Arun accuses; Mira reframes. 

Abstract emotions become playable behaviour. 

Step 3: map knowledge 

What does each character know, believe and conceal? What does the reader know? Decide whether 

the scene’s dominant pleasure is curiosity, suspense, dramatic irony or recognition. 

Step 4: choose the pressure chamber 

Move the encounter to the place that constrains it most meaningfully. A family secret discussed at a 

child’s birthday creates masks, interruptions and witnesses. Do not choose an exotic location unless 

it changes behaviour. 

Step 5: design three to five beats 

Write tactic verbs only. Invite → joke → test → expose → withdraw. If the list repeats, redesign the 

counterpressure. 

Step 6: select one object 

Choose an object that can be handled and changed in meaning. A cake knife begins as ceremony, 

becomes threat, then must be cleaned. Do not burden every object with symbolism. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/


WORKING ON SCENES 

HONNI VAN RIJSWIJK   ·   honnivanrijswijk.com  29 

Step 7: locate the slow moment 

Choose the instant to magnify: the breath before the lie, the decision not to correct a 

misunderstanding, the physical transfer of the key. Give it more page space than the logistics around 

it. 

Step 8: make the outcome mixed 

Avoid a simple win/loss if a mixed result is truer. Arun obtains silence but loses trust. Mira preserves 

the family and exposes her own plan. Mixed outcomes travel further. 

Step 9: write the exit vector 

End with a changed necessity. Who must now act, hide, confess, leave, return or decide? The scene 

should create a future, even if that future is paralysis. 

Step 10: cut the explanation pass 

Circle the first line at which the turn is clear. Test ending there. Remove any sentence whose sole 

function is to translate a gesture or repeat the dialogue’s emotional meaning. 

Compact comparison: choosing the treatment 

For maximum narrative tension: clear immediate vector; responsive counterpressure; unequal 

knowledge; shortening available time; tactics that expose deeper stakes; a turn that changes category; an 

exit with consequence. Risk: mechanical escalation. Corrective: add mixed motives, credible resistance 

and moments of perception. 

For maximum emotional effect: embodied point of view; specific setting; behaviour that contradicts 

speech; selective time dilation; silence; a costly recognition; enough aftermath for meaning to change. 

Risk: over-explanation. Corrective: trust the object, action or final image that already carries the 

emotion. 

For maximum pace: enter at instability; orient once; compress routine; shorten stimulus–response 

distance; make each beat consequential; cut travel and recap; exit on the new vector. Risk: weightlessness. 

Corrective: slow at one irreversible choice and let the reader feel its cost. 

For a deliberately slow or contemplative novel: make attention itself selective and changing; anchor 

memory in present triggers; let place, pattern and perception alter meaning; use recurrence with 

difference. Risk: beautiful stasis. Corrective: identify what the character can see, admit or do after the 

scene that was unavailable before. 

Final checklist 

• Frame: can the reader locate viewpoint, place, time and the governing social conditions? 

• Vector: is someone trying to obtain, avoid, test, hide, endure or decide something now? 

• Counterpressure: does resistance respond specifically rather than merely delay? 

• Beats: do tactics, attention or status change? 
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• Knowledge: what does the reader know relative to each character, and what tension does that 

relation create? 

• Turn: what changes in value, knowledge, power, relationship, intention or self-understanding? 

• Consequence: what new necessity leaves the scene? 

• Length: has the scene received page space proportionate to its dramatic and emotional 

importance? 

• Place: does setting constrain action or shape perception? 

• Emotion: is feeling embodied and inferable rather than repeatedly labelled? 

• Sequence: does the scene arise from pressure before it and exert pressure after it? 

• Redundancy: is any other scene doing the same work more strongly? 

• Entry: can greetings, travel, setup or recap be cut? 

• Exit: does explanation continue after the turn has landed? 

• Exception: if the scene deliberately breaks these expectations, can you name the reader 

experience the exception creates? 

• Further reading and linked sources 

• Jack M. Bickham, Scene & Structure — causal scene design, scene questions, scene–sequel 

structure, planning and revision. 

• Sandra Scofield, The Scene Book — event, function, structure, pulse, beats, setting, summary and 

scene sequences. 

• Robert McKee, “Do Your Scenes Turn?” — a concise value-change test excerpted from Story. 

• Dwight V. Swain, Techniques of the Selling Writer — the influential scene–sequel and 

motivation–reaction lineage. 

• Digital Dickens Notes Project, “Dickens and Serial Form” — scholarly context for instalment 

planning and Victorian serial composition. 

• British Library, “Exploring consciousness and the modern: an introduction to Mrs Dalloway” 

— single-day structure, stream of consciousness, montage and clock time. 

• Project Gutenberg, Pride and Prejudice and Great Expectations — public-domain primary texts 

quoted above. 

• Faber, Normal People reading-group quotations, Penguin Random House, Beloved reader’s 

guide and Penguin Random House Canada, The Underground Railroad excerpt — authorised 

contemporary pages. 

Quotations are brief and used for craft analysis. All linked commentary and technique summaries are original. Scene-

length ranges are practical revision categories, not rules or claims about publishing standards. 
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The governing principle 

A scene earns its place by changing the reader’s experience of possibility. Someone need 

not win. A secret need not be revealed. The room need not explode. But pressure should 

make a difference: a tactic fails, a silence acquires meaning, a relationship changes 

charge, a perception becomes unavoidable, or a decision creates the next necessity. 

Build the scene big enough for the change to be felt—and no bigger. Then leave while 

the consequence is still alive in the reader. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/

	On this page
	1. The useful definition: a scene changes the dramatic state
	Scene is a reader experience, not a formatting unit

	2. Why these two craft books
	Jack M. Bickham: causal architecture
	Sandra Scofield: event, function, structure and pulse
	A combined working principle

	3. The six-part scene engine
	1. Frame: whose now, where and when?
	2. Vector: what does someone want now?
	3. Counterpressure: what makes the easy version impossible?
	4. Beat pattern: how do tactics and attention change?
	5. Turn: what becomes true, possible or costly?
	6. Consequence: what vector leaves the scene?

	4. Before drafting: the scene proposition
	5. Historical trends: what writers have asked scenes to do
	Classical inheritance: unity, reversal and recognition
	Eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century fiction: report, letter and social encounter
	Victorian seriality: amplitude, ensemble and the engineered return
	Realism and naturalism: the ordinary scene becomes consequential
	Modernism: clock time opens into mind time
	Mid-century craft: scene, sequel and motivation–reaction
	Cinema, television and the “cut”
	Contemporary plurality: elastic scenes and hybrid documents

	6. Reader knowledge: the hidden architecture of tension
	The reader knows less: mystery and curiosity
	The reader knows roughly what the focal character knows: immersion and uncertainty
	The reader knows more: suspense and dramatic irony
	The characters know different things: negotiation and misrecognition

	7. Goal, obstacle and outcome—without mechanical scenes
	Make the goal playable
	Let obstacles answer the tactic
	Vary the outcome

	8. Turns: change value, not merely topic
	External turn
	Informational turn
	Relational turn
	Moral turn
	Perceptual turn
	False turn and delayed turn

	9. Beats, tactics and the rhythm of pressure
	Stimulus before response
	Tactic ladders
	Beat length controls tempo
	Do not annotate every beat

	10. Dialogue, subtext, silence and social action
	Give every speaker an action
	Let the literal subject carry another struggle
	Use silence as an action, not an empty pause
	Triangulate
	Interrupt at the point of maximum leverage

	11. Place, objects and blocking: make the room exert pressure
	Boundaries
	Objects as verbs
	Blocking reveals relation
	Sensory selection
	Place can turn

	12. Openings, exits and the controlled omission of time
	Enter where prediction becomes unstable
	Exit after the turn, before commentary repeats it
	Omit the connective tissue

	13. Scene length, pace and emotional effect
	Micro-scene: a paragraph to roughly 500 words
	Short scene: roughly 500 to 1,200 words
	Medium scene: roughly 1,200 to 2,500 words
	Long scene: roughly 2,500 to 5,000 words
	Set-piece: 5,000 words or more
	Pace is not the same as speed

	14. Scene families: what kind of tension do you need?
	Confrontation scene
	Discovery or revelation scene
	Decision or dilemma scene
	Intimacy, confession or seduction scene
	Social or status scene
	Action, pursuit or escape scene
	Procedural or work scene
	Aftermath or sequel scene
	Tableau, atmospheric or witnessing scene
	Montage or summary–scene hybrid

	15. Scenes in novels: eight different kinds of power
	Jane Austen: Pride and Prejudice—a proposal that reverses its own genre
	Charles Dickens: Great Expectations—enter at the instant safety ends
	Virginia Woolf: Mrs Dalloway—a small errand opens into lifetime
	Toni Morrison: Beloved—place enters as an antagonist
	Kazuo Ishiguro: Never Let Me Go—quiet scenes under a withheld catastrophe
	Colson Whitehead: The Underground Railroad—refusal creates the first scene question
	N. K. Jemisin: The Fifth Season—macro catastrophe, intimate address
	Sally Rooney: Normal People—micro-beats, miscommunication and status

	16. Avoiding redundancy: make every return alter the pattern
	The four common redundancies
	1. Repeated function
	2. Repeated information
	3. Repeated emotion
	4. Repeated tactic

	The unique-change test
	Merge scenes when their pressures improve one another
	Compress pattern; dramatise exception
	Do not repeat the landing
	Repeated scenes can be the form—if difference is the subject

	17. Scene sequences: causation, alternation and cumulative pressure
	Therefore, but, meanwhile
	Alternate pressure, not merely viewpoint
	Scene and sequel as a variable rhythm
	Escalate by changing the attacked value
	Use contrast to refresh attention

	18. A scene inventory for the whole novel
	19. Revision passes: change one variable at a time
	Pass 1: necessity
	Pass 2: causation
	Pass 3: reader knowledge
	Pass 4: tactics and beats
	Pass 5: emotional shape
	Pass 6: place and objects
	Pass 7: entry and exit
	Pass 8: pace and sentence energy
	Pass 9: redundancy
	Pass 10: read aloud

	20. A complete scene workshop
	Step 1: write the before-and-after
	Step 2: name the opposed verbs
	Step 3: map knowledge
	Step 4: choose the pressure chamber
	Step 5: design three to five beats
	Step 6: select one object
	Step 7: locate the slow moment
	Step 8: make the outcome mixed
	Step 9: write the exit vector
	Step 10: cut the explanation pass

	Compact comparison: choosing the treatment
	Final checklist
	• Further reading and linked sources
	The governing principle

