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WHERE TO BEGIN YOUR STORY: INSPIRATION

January 4, 2014 — Made by Kevin Cullen
So you want to write a story?

It's no exaggeration when | say that stories are the lifeblood of civilization. In a world full of uncertainty and inse-
curity, we turn to stories for understanding and guidance. Religions use creation myths to help society embrace its
purpose and identity, while politicians exploit their personal narratives for political gain. In both instances these
stories affect our understanding of history. In essence, stories facilitate learning, growth, and empathy. They
transport us to worlds we'll never see and allow us to speak to people who never existed. The greatest stories
have toppled empires, and even the meekest have managed to touch hearts. Any story (even yours!) holds within
it the power to affect a change in ways you'd never have thought possible. All you need to do is tell it.

Sounds pretty great, doesn't it?

Writing a story is no simple feat, however. The mechanics of storytelling may sound simple, yet crafting a “good”
story is anything but. Developing the kernel of an idea into a fully-realized narrative is, as any author will tell you,
wrought with terrible emotion. Cutting a beloved scene carries with it feelings of grief, to say nothing of the terror
felt when you hit a brick wall and have no idea where next to turn. Or wondering if, when you've finished, anyone
will even care. The doubt can seem end|ess.

Still up to the challenge? | hope so, because it is only by experiencing this heartbreak that we are able to grow. And

itis through personal growth that the story, which began as a simple idea, has the potential to explode into some-
thing else, something much greater!
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Still with me?

Excellent.

Then let's begin by asking: where do | start my story? A straightforward question, yet possibly the most important
one you will have to answer. This is the place from which the rest of your story will grow. The starting point of your

story is a seed that will, over time, develop into a mighty tree that will only reach its full potential through
thoughtful care and effort.

But enough with the metaphors. Let’s talk details.

At the outset of your story, you will need two essential things regardless of length: a character and a conflict. From



there, the world is your oyster! Well... almost. Before establishing your character and conflict, before even putting
words on paper, you've got to have an idea. The first step to writing a story is discovering the inspiration that will
carry you through the length of your writing process. It's only once you've got that idea - that inspiration - that
you can push forward with decisions like who will do what to whom.

Finding inspiration might sound daunting at first (what with the abstractness of “inspiration” and all), but it's not
that bad. Finding inspiration is, in fact, somewhat of a freeing journey. The process is similar to scribbling random
thoughts and sayings all over a blank piece of paper as they occur to you. There's no right way to draw inspiration
from the world... the important thing is to remain open! Many authors, when on the prowl for inspiration, will car-
ry with them a blank notepad and, throughout their day, scribble down whatever any standout thoughts that wan-
der through their heads. Personally, | like to ride the trolley through town, listening in on as many conversations as
| can and writing down the juiciest bits that might come up. Anything | hear might one day form the basis for an ar-
gument or a deep philosophical rumination in one of my stories. Parks are also a great place to sit and listen, both
to those around you as well as to the idle thoughts that might float through your mind.

Another fantastic way to wrangle some good old-fashioned inspiration is to experience it firsthand. Do something
you never thought you'd do or put yourself in a position you otherwise would avoid. Something you experience
might form the basis for a possible conflict that your character might encounter even if they respond differently
than you did. If you're writing a crime story, for example, there's an app for your phone that lets you listen in to po-
lice dispatch where you might find some exciting dialogue that you can later use. Or maybe your story is about a
weary traveler, in which case a roadtrip through desolate country should be at the top of your to-do list so that
you get to experience the sense of solitude and despair of the character for yourself. Merely driving along and not-

ing the scenery or the people you pass is one surefire way to develop original material (staying at the dirtiestinn
you can find is always a plus, too!).

Now I’'m not saying that the best course of action here is to go chasing down firetrucks if you're in the mood to
write about firefighters, but if inspiration is drawing you towards an avenue you've always wondered about (and
as long as it's a relatively safe/legal avenue), then don't be afraid to see where it takes you. Once real inspiration
hits, the avalanche of words that have been building will start to fall. And that'll be where your story truly begins.
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ﬁ Henrike January 5th, 2014

Great article! | especially liked all the practical things you listed that you can do to fuel your imagina-
tion and creativity.

Coming up with new ideas was hard for me for a while, but | realized that | was getting tunnelvision
on my ideas and couldn’t think out of that box anymore. | wasn’t open to completely different ideas
anymore. | took some distance and one day | saw this great video by John Cleese on creativity. It's
surprisingly very practical, just as you're describing in your article. The video really helped me with
my new comic idea. (If you're interested you can click my name that has the link to my blog where |
wrote about the experience. The specific blogpost associated with this topic is called “Crafting a sto-
ry - part 1: an idea!”)

Here is the John Cleese video:

Beni%n January 5th, 2014

This was very inspiring and informative. Something to contemplate. Thank you for sharing.

.,ﬂ Kevin January éth, 2014

Hey Henrike!

Thanks for the kind words! John Cleese will always be an inspiration - that video only reinforces his
awesomeness! Your blog post about fighting that tunnel vision is great. Tunnel visioning is, indeed, a
dangerous thing to get trapped in. And letting go of those stories that are closest to your heart is
utterly devastating, but sometimes it's necessary, like you say. Good stuff! Keep onwriting!

Beni9n January 5th, 2014

1 like the idea of listening in on conversations. Even though it may be a little intrusive, there are ideas
that can be found in strings of communication and interaction that we just don't pick up on when we
are involved in it.

ﬁ Patrick January 5th, 2014

This was really one of my favorite parts of Kevin's perspective, it is often hard to objectively look at
conversations. This is a great tip on how to approach that dilemma differently.

gﬁ Kevin January 7th, 2014

Spot on! And sometimes we haven't got much choice in whether or not we listen to their conversa-
tions (I’'m looking at you cell phone trolley yellers!). But getting an entire picture - seeing the per-
son's full body, the movements they engage in when they're excited or heartbroken - is something
we can only observe if we aren't a part of their conversation.

E Ogunleye Isaac December 31st, 2018

That's very enlightening. Great article | love it.

Stories | Favorite Sayings December 28th, 2016

[...] Saying Source: MakingComices[...]
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