
22 Rules of Story 
 

Rule 3. 
 

Trying for theme is important, but you won’t see what the story is actually 
about til you’re at the end of it. Now rewrite. 

 
I wholeheartedly agree that writers should write all the way to the end and then 
rewrite. In fact, I’d recommend doing that more than once. As the common 
aphorism “all writing is rewriting” points out, that’s the only way to really find your 
story. 
 
But as for not seeing what the story is actually about (its theme) until you’re at the 
end of it — I take the opposite tack. I don’t think you should even start the story 
until you know what the end is, therefore what it’s about.  
 
“What it’s about” will likely change during the course of writing a draft, but it’s too 
common to meander and write yourself into corners when trying to get to an 
unspecified ending. 
 
So if you don’t know how your story ends when you start writing, be prepared to 
pay a lot extra to get there. 

 
It’s like any journey you start without knowing where you’re going: it may be 
exhilarating and full of possibilities, the detours and pit-stops may be an 
adventure, and the end result may be fantastic — but it’s not efficient, and there’s 
a very real possibility you’ll get hopelessly lost and simply give up along the way. 
 
Starting at the end when creating your outline (or treatment, or mental map) will 
make your life a lot easier. And don’t worry that starting with a solid idea of where 
you’re going will stifle your creativity and take all the joy and inspiration out of the 
journey. It won’t. 
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For one thing, until you’ve actually written at least one draft everything is still just 
preliminary, theoretical. While you’re writing towards an ending you’ve already 
come up with, you may suddenly find that the story is telling you to go elsewhere. 
 
That can happen even when you know where you’re going because knowing where 
you’re going is not a barrier to inspiration, rather it makes room for more 
inspiration because there’s no need to be constantly “figuring it out” at every turn. 
So when this sort of inspiration strikes, stop and take the time to rework your 
ending, and the map to get there, before continuing. You can always go back to the 
old map if needed. 
 
Even after you’ve done all that, you are likely to reach the (potentially shifting) 
ending only to discover that in getting there you’ve got a whole new or clearer idea 
of what the story is actually about, and therefore about how everything you just 
wrote should change. 
 
That’s why people say all those things like: “writers write” and “all writing is 
rewriting” and “stories are never finished, they’re just abandoned” and “holy 
@#%! writing is difficult — I thought you just typed-in every idea you have as you 
have them and then people love you and throw money at you”. 
 
So, ultimately, what this advice is trying to tell us is don’t get bogged down in 
theoretical analysis of theme in lieu of actually writing the story. 
 
This is an especially damning temptation for screenwriters because screenplays 
are very structured and formal, and there is a glut of gurus out there who peddle 
very mechanical, theory-based approaches to storytelling. 
 
Those prescriptive methodologies can be great if you find one that actually works 
the same way your own mind works, but even so formal exercises about finding 
your theme (or character, beats, or anything else) will only ever take you so far. 

Become a Master Writer 2
   



After all the end product is the actual writing, not any of the notes, outlines or 
worksheets produced along the way. 
 
Belaboring how each scene reflects theme and trying to perfect it is wasting time, 
especially in the first draft when you’ve not yet written through the piece at least 
once and thereby given yourself a firmer idea of what your story is actually all 
about. Once you’ve written at least one draft you can start to “perfect” all those 
beats, throughlines, and setup/payoff moments in rewrites. 
 
Ultimately, storytelling is about feeling, and even once you find your theme and 
refine your story structure you still need to make your audience feel it.  
 
So whatever methodology you may prefer for finding theme and structure, make 
sure that for each draft you also set all the formalities aside do a pass where you 
focus solely on emotion and entertainment.  

 
Stephan Vladimir Bugaj 

PIXAR’S 22 RULES OF STORY (that aren’t really Pixar’s) Analyzed 
(Word Count: 743 words) 

 
Bugaj, Stephan Vladimir, PIXAR’S 22 RULES OF STORY (that aren’t really Pixar’s) Analyzed. 2013  

Note. Advice learned from working at Pixar. Adapted from Twitter thread (https://twitter.com/lawnrocket), 
by Emma Coats, 2011. Copyright 2013 by Stephan Vladimir Bugaj. Adapted with permission. 

 
 

Week Seven - Quotes & Lines from 
Literature 
 

1. "It is a great misfortune to be alone, my friends; and it must be believed that 
solitude can quickly destroy reason." - Jules Verne 

2. “Not everything that is faced can be changed; but nothing can be changed 
until it is faced.” - James Baldwin 

3. “Plot is no more than footprints left in the snow after your characters have 
run by on their way to incredible destinations.” ― Ray Bradbury 
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4. “Go, my book, and help destroy the world as it is.” - Russell Banks 
5. “Then starting home, he walked toward the trees, and under them, leaving 

behind him the big sky, the whisper of wind voices in the wind-bent wheat.” 
- Truman Capote 

6. “But that is another tale, and as I said in the beginning, this is just a story 
meant to be read in bed in an old house on a rainy night.” - John Cheever 

7. “Up out of the lampshade, startled by the overhead light, flew a large 
nocturnal butterfly that began circling the room. The strains of the piano 
and violin rose up weakly from below.” - Milan Kundera 

8. “The offing was barred by a black bank of clouds, and the tranquil waterway 
leading to the uttermost ends of the earth flowed sombre under an overcast 
sky – seemed to lead into the heart of an immense darkness.” - Joseph 
Conrad 

9. “Everything we need that is not food or love is here in the tabloid racks. The 
tales of the supernatural and the extraterrestrial. The miracle vitamins, the 
cures for cancer, the remedies for obesity. The cults of the famous and the 
dead.” - Don DeLillo 

10.“In a place far away from anyone or anywhere, I drifted off for a moment.” - 
Haruki Murakami 
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