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“ Mystery is one 
of the most 
important 

tools you can 
use as a writer.
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There is a murder, but we don’t know who the culprit is. We follow the characters

who are attempting to solve the crime.

There are ways to enhance the murder mystery. It’s pretty simple. If the murder can only 

have been carried out by one person, then rethink. Increase the number of suspects.  

In the UK very few people have guns, so make sure the murderer uses a weapon that 

everyone has easy access to, like a knife.

Can you think of any other type of mystery? 

O P E N  A N D  C L O S E D  M Y S T E R Y

An Open Mystery

Here the audience is shown the crime, the perpetrator and everything they do to avoid being 

caught. The episode revolves around whether the person solving the crime can bring  

the perpetrator to justice. A classic example would be Columbo or Cracker.

A Closed Mystery

The identity of the perpetrator is withheld. The secret is closed to the audience, only  

to be revealed later. It teases the audience, presents a suspect, then takes them away  

and presents another one. Think of Inspector Morse.

A Lone Suspect Closed Mystery

You want the audience and investigators to be concerned about only one person.  

It works around the idea that the audience is hugely invested in that one character  

and will want to know whether they are guilty or innocent. Plenty of famous films use this 

– Basic Instinct for example. In TV, Prime Suspect did it very well and, of course, we’ve used 

in some seasons of Line of Duty too.

When writing a lone suspect closed mystery, think of your storytelling as a pendulum, 

swinging from guilty to innocent. That is the game you play, episode after episode. 

You’re using mystery to enhance the complications in the middle of your series.

K E Y  T A K E A W A Y S

       There are three type of coefficient of narrative power: mystery, jeopardy, 

       and forward momentum

       Mystery hooks the audience in

       There are different types of mystery to play with

       In murder mysteries there are open and closed mysteries

       A lone suspect closed mystery plays with the innocence and guilt of a single character
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22. Attenuators of Narrative Power: Confusion

Just as there are coefficients of narrative power – the techniques that improve the pacing 

and drive of any script – so there are elements you need to avoid. Bad craft that can 

damage your script – these are the attenuators of narrative power, and you need  

to do your best to avoid them. 

The three attenuators are: confusion, implausibility and being boring.

I N C O H E R E N C E

A script can fail if your writing is confusing, implausible and boring.

Confusion is when the events or characters’ actions are so unclear that the reader 

becomes lost in the story and can’t work out what is going on.

I am not talking about mystery. Mystery is a powerful tool knowingly deployed.

Incoherence can occur because of:

Conflicting Dialogue – when characters say something in one scene, then say something 

completely different in another scene and there’s no connection. It’s not clear if they are 

lying, telling the truth, or are just mistaken.

Unconnected Story Events – when events happen, but the connection to the rest of the 

story is never dramatised. The viewer expects impact on the story, but it never arrives. 

What has been set up doesn’t materialise.

One element of incoherence may be forgiven. But if it has cumulative effects of confusing 

the reader, or viewer, it is highly damaging.

B R E A K I N G  T H E  R U L E S

Some stories are complicated. They need to be complicated. Confusion arises when 

you don’t know the story. When…

       You leave things hanging, and don’t follow them through

       You don’t quite get a point across

       Dialogue is misleading for no good reason

       Characters act one way, and then in a completely different way a few scenes later

These create a feeling that the story is breaking basic narrative rules. You’ve set up 

an environment in which there is no causality and where anything can happen.

And if events don’t have any kind of logic, the audience will cease to care.
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Mystery is one of the most important 
tools you can use as a writer.  
Incoherence is a different entity.

“

B B C  M A E S T R O            W R I T I N G  D R A M A  F O R  T E L E V I S I O N 60 B A C K  T O  C O N T E N T S           

M E C H A N I S M S  F O R  R E T U R N A B I L I T Y

Part of the job of the series bible is explaining the mechanism of returnability. The people 

producing the series, those forming a judgment on your pitch, need to know how returnable 

your series is.

Building returnability also affects the shape of your first season. So, it needs to be considered 

and detailed in your bible. What makes your series returnable? Is it an ongoing threat? Is it 

the relationships or a new series of adventures? Will your idea allow for a limited or endless 

number of seasons?

All this should be declared in your series bible. You don’t have to specify the exact details 

of season two, but you should add enough information about future seasons to give people 

confidence. You have to decide what your mechanism is.

For example, each new season of Line of Duty follows the format and style of the first 

season, but each new season is built around a guest star who will be investigated. True 

Detective uses the same format with completely different characters. Returnability can 

be achieved in many different ways.  

B E F O R E  &  A F T E R  T H E  P I L O T

You should start writing your series bible before you write the pilot script. You’ll need 

to understand all the parameters of the series, how the idea is being realised before 

you decide on your pilot story. 

But once you’ve written your pilot, you should return to the series bible, which should 

contain the fundamentals present in your pilot script. And now that you know far more 

about your show than you did before you started writing your pilot, it will help you shape 

your proposal for the first season. 

Part of the process of shaping 
an idea involves projecting forward, 
understanding what it is you are
creating and how it will be realised.

“The audience care about knowing 
the answer. If you tantalise them 
and hold it back, you’ll have more 
narrative power.
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E X E R C I S E S

1. Look at a scene you’ve written – or one from someone else’s script. What information 

could you withhold to make the scene more interesting? 

2. As you work through your script, try to remove as much key information as you can  

to create intrigue. 

3 . What kind of show are you writing? Is it a closed or open mystery? Does it have  

a lone suspect? If neither, can you use mystery in any way to increase the narrative  

drive of the show? 
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