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Practice makes perfect.
This timeless adage is true of everything 

from bike riding to speaking a language. It’s 
also true for writing. The most consistent 

piece of advice from professional writers is this: Write ev-
ery day. It doesn’t matter what you write, just write.

Now, you may be thinking, Whoa! I’m not looking to 
become a professional. That’s okay too. Whether you’re a stu-
dent looking for some help for a creative writing class, or a 
budding best-selling author looking for a break from your 
magnum opus, this handbook is for you. Because whatever 
your motivation to write, you’ll probably at some point 
run into every writer’s bane.

Writer’s block.
It’s great to say “write every day,” but when you’re 

staring at your blank monitor that empty white page can 
seem to go on forever.

“Just write.” Great. Write what?
Welcome to the Once Upon A Time Writer’s Handbook.
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T his book is intended to give you a way to build 
a framework for a story. It won’t write a story 
for you. If you give that basic framework to fi ve 
different people, you’ll get fi ve different stories. 

That’s one of the wonderful things about writing — the possi-
bilities are literally endless, limited only by your imagination.

The tools we’ll use to build our framework are the 
cards from the Once Upon A Time card game and the list of 
Vladimir Propp’s Functions of the Folktale. First we’ll take 
a detailed look at the tools, and then we’ll use those tools 
to create a sample framework.

Once Upon a Time
Once Upon A Time is a storytelling card game published 

by Atlas Games and designed by Richard Lambert, Andrew 
Rilstone, and James Wallis, in which a group of players cre-
ate a story using different cards. The game consists of two 
groups of cards: 110 Story cards, and 55 Ending cards. For 
the purposes of this book, I’ll refer to these as Once Upon 
A Time cards if I’m referring to all of them at once. In the 
game one player at a time is the Storyteller, who tells the 
story in such a way as to try to use all the cards in his hand 
and work the story around to the ending on his Ending 
card. The other players will try to interrupt the Storyteller 
and take over the story so that they can use up the cards in 
their hands and steer the story toward their own endings. 
The fi rst player to empty his hand of Story cards and fulfi ll 
his Ending card wins the game, but the greater goal of the 
game is to have fun telling a satisfying story.

The Once Upon A Time cards are aimed at fairy tales or 
folktales, but with a little thought these can be used for 
any genre. Blank cards can be purchased separately, too, 
so you can add your own Ending and Story cards. You 
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