


The Anatomy of Action
It has a skeleton and flesh and organs and everything. No really it does. 

I mean it. It does.



The Skeleton The Organs The Skin



• The framework and placement 
• The choreography and timing 
• The lead up and context
• The overall structure



Let’s see if I’m just full of crap. 



Gregor and the Marks of Secret by Suzanne Collins
“The jungle!” cried Aurora. “It is shrinking!” She was right. The 
snakes were closing in on them. The dome was still intact but 
several feet closer on each side. Soon every snake would be 
able to reach them, and there would be no way to fight them 
all off. 

“To the cave!” Luxa shouted to the others. “There is only one 
entrance; we can defend that!” 

Moving as one unit, the four of them inched their way to the 
mouth of the cave. Gregor caught a glimpse of Luxa’s blade 
and torch, whirling in some crisscrossing pattern as she held of 
the snakes while Aurora and Ares fluttered inside. Gregor and 
Luxa stood angled out, shoulders touching, backs to the 
opening, as the assault continued. For every snake they killed, 
another two seemed ready to take its place. It was only a 
matter of time before one broke through, one set of fangs 
made contact, and their defense fell. 

“This is no good!” shouted Gregor over the hissing. “They’ll 
just keep up until we’re beat!” 

If only Ripred were here! Much as the rat infuriated Gregor, 
there was no better companion in a fight Ripred would know 
how to get out of this alive!

Ripred… Ripred… what would he do? Gregor tried to picture the 
scarred rat beside him at this moment. But he couldn’t. Ripred 
wouldn’t standing in the cave mouth swatting at snakes. He would 
be, he would be…

“I’m going to try something!” yelled Gregor. “Get the bats out if you 
can!” 

And before Luxa could object, Gregor was slashing his way back to 
the rock. He had no more than an image in his head. The image of 
Ripred, fighting off the humans in the arena, shredding the plans 
that held the yellow pods, in battle with the ants. . When he was far 
outnumbered, Ripred always relied on the same fighting technique. 
He spun. He spun in a circle so fast that no matter what adversary 
reached him, they would encounter his claws. Gregor had only one 
sword, but he had a torch and he was a much smaller target than 
Ripred. If he could just spin quickly enough…!

The second Gregor’s feet hit the rock they began to turn him in 
place. He spun with his sword in front, his torch straight behind his 
back. Faster and faster until there was only a blur of shooting heads, 
spurting blood, and twisting bodies. He stopped thinking and 
abandoned himself, and let his rager senses completely take over. At 
some point, the number of snakes lessened, but he did not let up.



• The organs provide movement and life and 
circulation.

• Action words, phrases, clauses
• Syntax
• Dialogue
• Voice tags (or lack thereof)



Let’s look at another scene.



Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix by JK Rowling

“Very good, Potter, very good…” said Malfoy, slowly. “But the 
Dark Lord knows you are not unintell—“

“NOW!” yelled Harry. 

Five different voices behind him bellowed “REDUCTO!” Five 
curses flew in five different directions and the shelves opposite 
them exploded as they hit. The towering structure swayed as a 
hundred glass spheres burst apart, pearly-white figures unfurled 
into the air and floated there, their voices echoing from who 
knew what long-dead past amid the torrent of crashing glass 
and splintered wood now raining down upon the floor –

“RUN!” Harry yelled, and as the shelves swayed precariously 
and more glass spheres began to pour from above, he seized a 
handful of Hermione’s robes and dragged her forward, one arm 
over his head as chunks of shelf and shards of glass thundered 
down upon them. A Death Eater lunged forward through the 
cloud of dust and Harry elbowed him hard in the masked face. 
They were all yelling, there were cries of pain, thunderous 
crashes as the shelves collapsed upon themselves, weirdly 
echoing fragment of the Seers unleashed from their spheres –

Harry found the way ahead clear and saw Ron, Ginny, and Luna 
sprint past him, their arms over their heads. 

Something heavy  struck him on the side of the face but he merely 
ducked his head and sprinted onward; a hand caught him by the 
shoulder; he heard Hermione shout “Stupefy!” and the hand released 
him at once. 

There were at the end of row ninety-seven; Harry turned right and 
began to sprint in earnest. He could hear footsteps right behind him and 
Hermione’s voice urging Neville on. The door through which they had 
come was ajar straight ahead, Harry could see the glittering light of the 
bell jar, he pelted through it, the prophecy still clutched tight and safe in 
his hand, waited for the other to hurtle over the threshold before 
slamming the door behind them –

“Colloportus!” gasped Hermione and the door sealed itself with an odd 
squelching noise. 

“Where – where are the others?” gasped Harry. 

He had thought that Ron, Luna, and Ginny had been ahead of them, that 
they would be waiting in this room, but there was nobody there. 

“They must have gone the wrong way!” whispered Hermione, terror in 
her face.

“Listen!” whispered Neville. 



• What is felt!
• POV is critical– show through MC’s eyes/voice
• Use the senses
• Remind of stakes– again from MC’s POV



Let’s look at another scene.

Yes, Harry Potter again.



“Check under the desks,” said another. 

Harry saw the knees of the Death Eaters bend. Poking his wand 
out from under the desk he shouted, “STUPEFY!”

A jet of red light hit the nearest Death Eater; he fell backward 
into a grandfather clock and knocked it over. The second Death 
Eater, however, had leapt aside to avoid Harry’s spell and now 
pointed his own wand at Hermione, who had crawled out from 
under the desk to get a better aim. 

“Avada – “ 

Harry launched himself across the floor and grabbed the Death 
Eater around the knees, causing him to topple and his aim to go 
awry. Neville overturned his desk in his anxiety to help; 
pointing his wand at the struggling pair, he cried, 
“EXPELLIARMUS!” 

Both Harry’s and the Death Eater’s wands flew out of their 
hands and soared back toward the entrance to the Hall of 
Prophecy; both scrambled to their feet and charged after them, 
the Death Eater in front and Harry hot on his heels, Neville 
bringing up the rear, plainly horrorstruck at what he had done. 

“Get out of the way, Harry!” yelled Neville, clearly determined to 
repair the damage.

Harry flung himself sideways as Neville took aim again and shouted, 
“STUPEFY!” 

The jet of red light flew right over the Death Eater’s shoulder and 
hit a glass-fronted cabinet on the wall full of variously shaped 
hourglasses. The cabinet fell to the floor and burst apart, glass flying 
everywhere, then sprang back up onto the wall, fully mended, then 
fell down again, and shattered –

The Death Eater had snatched up his wand, which lay on the floor 
beside the glittering bell jar. Harry ducked down behind another 
desk as the man turned – his mask had slipped so that he could not 
see, he ripped it off with his free hand and shouted, “STUP – “

“STUPEFY!” screamed Hermione, who had just caught up with 
them. 

Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix by JK Rowling



But what about when they got there? Bahumat was supposed 
to be incredibly powerful. Even so, considering the legion of 
fierce fairies surrounding her, Kendra liked her odds.

Glancing back, Kendra saw no fairies behind her. They had 
apparently left Dale in the yard. 

The mad dash through the forest continued until the fairies 
ahead swooped skyward. Kendra’s escorts followed, rocketing 
up beyond the treetops. The sudden ascent left her mouth dry 
and her stomach tingling. 

And then she was no longer moving. Kendra and her escorts 
hovered above the treetops, watching the others plunge 
toward the Forgotten Chapel. Kendra tried to recover from the 
thrill of flying and digest what was happening below.

Four winged creatures were rising to meet the fairies. The huge 
gargoyles were at least ten feet tall, with razor claws and horns 
like rams. A few fairies broke off from the main group to 
intercept them. The winged beasts clawed at their smaller 
opponents, but the fairies adroitly evaded the blows and 
slashed off their wings, sending the gargoyles hurtling to the 
ground. 

Something flashed in Kendra’s eyes. The sun was peeking over 
the horizon. “Let’s go,” Kendra said to her escorts. 

The fairies dove. Kendra felt her stomach rise to her throat as they 
plunged toward the church. Human-sized imps were spilling out of 
the front doorway, shaking their fists and hissing at the incoming 
fairies. Many of the fairies cast their weapons aside and soared 
straight at the imps, catching them in vicious embraces and kissing 
them on the mouth. In radiant bursts of sparks, every imp that was 
kissed transformed into a human-sized fairy! 

Kendra saw the silver fairy with blue hair plant a kiss on an obese 
imp. The imp instantly metamorphosed into a plump fairy with 
coppery wings. As the silver fairy glided away, the plump fairy 
tackled another imp, forced a kiss, and in a flash the imp became a 
thin, Asian-looking fairy with hummingbird wings. 

The fairies streamed into the church. Most did not bother with the 
door. They glided through windows or smashed through the 
corroded roof. 

Fablehaven by Brandon Mull



Heafstaag’s rage doubled when he recognized his 
newest opponent as a drow elf. “Sorcerous dog!” he 
bellowed, raising his huge axe high into the sky. 

Even as he spoke, Drizzt flicked a finger and purple 
flames limned the tall barbarian from head to toe. 
Heafstaag roared in horror at the magical fire, though 
the flames did not burn his skin. Drizzt bore in, his two 
scimitars whirling and jabbing, thrusting high and low 
too quickly for the barbarian king to deflect both. 

Blood trickled from many small wounds, but Heafstaag
seemed able to shake off the punctures of the slender 
scimitars as no more than a discomfort. The great axe 
arced down, and though Drizzt was able to deflect its 
path, the effort numbed his arm. Again the barbarian 
sung his axe. This time Drizzt was able to spin out of its 
killing sweep, and the completion of the drow’s rotation 
left the overbalanced Heafstaag stumbling and open to 
a counter. Drizzt didn’t hesitate, driving one of his 
blades deep into the barbarian king’s side. 

Heafstaag howled in agony and launched a backhand swing 
in retaliation. Drizzt thought his last thrust to be fatal, and 
his surprise was total when the flat head of Heafstaag’s axe 
smashed into his ribs and launched him through the air. The 
barbarian charged quickly after, meaning to finish this 
dangerous opponent before he could regain his footing. 

But Drizzt was as nimble as a cat. He landed in a roll and 
came up to meet Heafstaag’s charge with one of his 
scimitars firmly set. His axe poised helplessly above his 
head, the surprised barbarian couldn’t stop his momentum 
before he impaled his belly on the wicked point. Still, he 
glared at the drow and began to swing his axe. Already 
convinced of the superhuman strength of the barbarian, 
Drizzt had kept up his guard this time. He knifed his second 
blade just under the first, opening the lower part of 
Heafstaag’s abdomen from hip to hip.. 

The Crystal Shard by R.A. Salvatore



The Bug was gone. The Papas weren’t keeping us safe anymore; they 
were controlling us.

But it was fun to think that maybe these guys were worried that 
they were about to watch me die right before their eyes in a few 
minutes.

I turned right and started pedaling. “The Bug is no more! I, Nik 
Granjer, shall prove it!” Pushing hard, I followed the path’s twists up 
a small hill. The kinetic motor kicked on to help me get up the hill. 
The chip must’ve fallen back into the slot. I felt the electric motor 
ease the amount of pressure I had to use to move the pedals and 
scowled inwardly. I needed to get my heart rate up.

The hill sloped downward into a popular recreation area that had a 
bunch of trees all around. I pedaled quickly, pushing my heart rate 
past 100. No warning beeps. The glue was working so far. And if it 
didn’t stop the knockout—well, it would. It had to.

Not about to die. I repeated that phrase in my head a few times, 
pedaling steadily, the wind cooling my face.

I had to change this. Either way, I wasn’t going to live a lifeless life. 
One of infinite boredom.

I slowed to turn around. I took a deep breath and adjusted the wad 
of glue. Releasing my breath, I counted down from five. On “one,” I 
shot off, gulping air and trying to swallow it past the knot in my 
chest. “The Bug’s gone,” I whispered, the wind sweeping my words 
behind me.

I hit the bottom of the hill, pumping the pedals hard and gripping the 
handlebars tightly, and sped up the slope. The Bug’s gone. My feet 
moved faster as the stupid kinetic motor kicked on again. I was at 
120, easy. No beeping. I hit the hill’s crest, pulled up on the 
handlebars and got some air, and then dropped fast. “The Bug’s 
gone!” I shouted, exhilaration making my voice louder than I’d 
expected.

I pedaled harder, my legs beginning to burn. My hands felt completely 
stuck to the grips of the handlebars. I had to be at 130 or more. “It’s 
gone. It’s gone,” I sang under my breath between gasps. This had to 
be the fastest I’d ever gone—I guessed I was going 40 kilometers per 
hour, at least.

Swerving around a curve, I blasted past the gathered Pushers right 
when I was certain I’d hit 140. Might as well make sure of it. My 
breath caught painfully in my throat and chest.

Digging deeper, I pushed my cycle faster, up another hill, this one 
bigger. I had to have broken 140. Had to. The charge in the kinetic 
motor must have been at max after all this pedaling. This time I 
appreciated the help getting up the hill. I hit the top of the rise, shot 
down, and then tapped the cycle into a near stop as I pulled it hard to 
the left. The back wheel screeched and fishtailed around. I was 
already pedaling again, back up the hill.

Beat by Jared Garrett



Final Notes

1. Having a clock ticking is great.
2. For action scenes, cut, cut, cut. 
3. Keep the reader in the moment.



1. MC is chasing the bad guy, on foot or whatever contrivance, 
through a slot canyon. 

2. MC is trapped in a garbage dump and the walls are closing in.

3. MC is tearing across a crowded city, parking lot traffic, trying to get 
to their true love before they get on a train.

4. MC has to figure out how to defuse a bomb and has one minute, 
and there’s a cat nuzzling him.

5. MC is staging a hunting accident to delay the true love’s wedding to 
another man.



Extra Video


