
Tuesday 7/15: Session 4 - Lying
 

In our quest for story clarity, often we forget the tactic of letting our characters lie. What 
someone is or isn’t willing to lie about—especially to friends and allies—says a great deal about 
them. Are they the kind of person who lies with skill? Or are they so transparent that their efforts 
fail? A character’s lie can be enormously revealing.

The trick to depicting lies is that it works best when the reader knows why the lie takes place. 
Granted, that can make for a tricky set up, but it can pack a punch worth the effort. Think back 
to your high school English class and remember the web of lies that makes up Arthur Miller’s 
The Crucible:

Danforth: What of Abigail Williams? 
Elizabeth: I came to think he fancied her. And so one night I lost my wits, I think, and put 
her out on the highroad. 
Danforth: Your husband - did he indeed turn from you? 
Elizabeth: (in agony): My husband - is a goodly man, sir. 
Danforth: Then he did not turn from you. 
Elizabeth: (starting to glance at Proctor) He - 
Danforth: (reaches out and holds her face) Look at me! To your own knowledge, 
has John Proctor ever committed the crime of lechery? (In a crisis of indecision she 
cannot speak) Answer my question! Is your husband a lecher! 
Elizabeth: (faintly) No, sir. 
Danforth: Remove her, Marshal. 
Proctor: Elizabeth, tell the truth! 
Danforth: She has spoken. Remove her! 
Proctor (crying out): Elizabeth, I have confessed it! 
Elizabeth: Oh, God! (The door closes behind her.)

This scene is so powerful because of the previous stacks of ill-intentioned lies that have piled up 
throughout the play.  Now, this one well-intentioned lie of Elizabeth Proctor’s condemns her 
husband. Our hearts break because we know it so goes against her nature to lie, and we know 
what she doesn’t: her husband’s fate rests on her telling a difficult truth. Despite all the 
formalized period language and even the complex way Danforth puts the question to her, 
Elizabeth’s lie is simply the two words “No, sir.” There’s no action (other than stage directions), 
no descriptions, only heart-rending dialogue and the power of a pivotal lie.

As you build your characters and their interactions with others, think about what would force 
them to lie. To whom? Why? If you need to showcase your character’s flaws, lies are an 
excellent way to do that.

The lies that really win our hearts, however, are the virtuous ones. Let’s take a more 
contemporary example from our Friendly Neighborhood Spiderman:

Mary Jane:  Wait a minute.  What are you saying?
Peter:  I'm saying...I thought I could be there for you, Mary Jane...but I can't.  My mind 
was playing tricks, too.
Mary Jane:  Do you love me, or not?
Peter:  I...don't.



Video clip (if you want to watch it) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uPoKh7jkTy4

We know Peter Parker loves Mary Jane. We know he is lying so she’ll stay away from him and 
be safe. His lie displays the truth he believes: that he must be alone, that anyone close to him 
can be used against him. In the multiple times I have seen this in a movie theater, a cry goes 
out from the audience (admittedly, mostly from the females) at Parker’s supremely sacrificial lie. 
We love him for wanting to protect Mary Jane, but we want to shake him because their 
relationship up until this point has proven to us that Peter is a much better man with Mary Jane 
at his side. That’s the kind of powerful emotional reaction your character’s lies can elicit from 
your readers.

Homework: Take a character from your current work in progress and set them in a scene where 
they lie—for good reasons or bad. Bonus points for the shortest amount of words needed to 
achieve the lie. Give us a two or three sentence set-up so we understand the circumstance if 
need be.  Or, if you don’t have a current work in progress that you want to share, tell us your 
favorite screen or literary lie and why it is your favorite.


