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WEEK 1 What’s the story 

 

1.13_Introducing Story Structure  

HAZEL MARSHAL: There's different ways to kind of look at story. Everybody's got an 

awareness of storytelling. We all do it all the time. We tell stories every day. So it's starting 

to articulate what story is, because finding a story that sustains across an hour is quite 

difficult. You don't want something that feels like it stops and starts. You want something 

that starts, draws the audience in, and hangs on to them for the entire time that they're there.  

So it's about going in at the start and picking out what is the big question. What is it that 

we're answering across this programme? What are we showing people? What characters do 

we have in it, whether they're animal or human, and what role are they playing in that 

story? And is their progression and what tone and theme is there? How do we want people 

to feel? Because you feel something when you watch a story-- that's the other reason you 

want story in something. You want people to feel something at the end. And so I think, 

very consciously going in and thinking what the role and purpose of different parts of your 

story is right at the start is important, bearing in mind it will probably change as you go 

through it.  

INSTRUCTOR: So is that kind of the first stage of the process?  

HAZEL: That's very much the first stage. You then go off and do more research, interview 

people, go on location, get some different ideas, but the joy of having a focus at the start 

means that you do have a focus. So you've got something to focus on. But you do need to 

stay quite flexible. Things will change. But having sought a round story right from the start 

means you've probably already thought of quite a few of the different possibilities.  

So if things come back and they've changed, you can come back to, if you like, the 

storyboard and look at it and think, OK, we wanted this story. We've still got bits of it, but 

we've got some different parts either because we couldn't film something or something else 

came up. You have to then go back and say, what is my story now? So it's not that you just 

go out and think, well, I'll see what I can get. It's a bit more rigorous than that. It's saying, 

we had a focus at the start and we're building on that.  

INSTRUCTOR: So Hazel, do you think there's any difference between-- obviously, you've 

got those longer-form programmes. What about those short little clips which may be better 

online? Is there any difference in storytelling there?  
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HAZEL: For me, a story is the same, whether it's two minutes or six hours. There are 

certain common elements that are true in any story. You have to set up something that you 

answer at the end, which I know sounds incredibly simplistic. But what quite often happens 

is people might set one thing up and then veer to answer something else. And then, they 

might come back to the original question. You need to be quite strong about what it is that 

you want to answer. You need to have a character and something has to happen. You can't 

just have beautiful pictures. So characters, incidents, which is something has to happen, and 

making sure it's structured in a way that is clear is what you need to do, I think, for a 

shorter form.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


