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Download Ebook fiir iPhone 3G Dreifach (German Edition) pdf, Praise for The Screenwriter’s Bible A “bible” for those of all persuasions. Whether you are a rank beginner who needs instruction, or an old pro who needs reminding, you could not do better than Dave Trottier’s book. A brilliant effort by a first-class, dedicated teacher.” —William Kelley,
Academy Award-Winning Writer, Witness “Love your book—very practical. I've kept it near my desk since high school and I still go back to it.” —Travis Beacham, Screenwriter, Pacific Rim, Clash of the Titans, Dog Days of Summer “An invaluable resource—a treasure chest of useful information—not only for new writers but also for seasoned
veterans.” —Professor Richard Walter, UCLA Screenwriting Faculty Chairman “Whenever I am writing, I have The Screenwriter’s Bible close at hand for reference.” —Ellen Sandler, Emmy-Nominated Co-Executive Producer, Everybody Loves Raymond “Good, common sense. Sets up practical guidelines without encroaching on the writer’s creativity.
Easy to follow—feels like a workbook that will be used and not just read. The author is encouraging, but reminds the writer of the realities of the business.”—Candace Monteiro, Partner, Monteiro Rose Dravis Agency “Contains chapter and verse on all aspects of screenwriting, and addresses every key and fundamental principle from how far to indent
dialogue to how to speak to the agent’s assistant.” —Script Magazine “Offers all the essential information in one neat, script-sized volume. . . . New screenwriters will find The Screenwriter’s Bible invaluable; experienced screenwriters will find it an excellent addition to their reference shelf.” —Hollywood Scriptwriter “If you have the gift, this book
will show you how to use it.” —Victoria Wisdom, Producer-Manager and Former Literary Agent at ICM and Becsey Wisdom Kalajian “An excellent resource book and overall guide that can be of tremendous assistance to answering the many questions that screenwriters have.” —Linda Seger, Author, Making a Good Script Great “Delivers more in 400
pages than can be found in several screenwriting books. A true gem that measures up to its title.” —Writer’s Connection “The best screenwriting book available, and the book to buy if you’'re buying just one.” —Dov S-S Simens, Founder, Hollywood Film Institute “Easy to read and surprisingly broad in its coverage.” —New York Screenwriter “The
formatter alone is worth the price of the book.” —Melissa Jones, Hollywood Story Analyst “Just what the script doctor ordered . . . a ‘must have’ reference tool for new and experienced screenwriters. Straightforward, to the point, and accurate.” —Wisconsin Screenwriters Forum “So well written that, with its implementation, you should be well on
your way to creating a formidable screenplay.” —Tom Griffith, The Screenwriter’'s FORUM The Bible Provides Clear Answers to Crucial Questions: ® @ e e ¢ e ¢ ¢ ¢ o o o o e 0 0 000000000 Howdolgetdiscovered in today’s difficult, crowded marketplace? How do I sell my script if I don’t have an agent? How do I find an agent? How do I get in the
game now, even if I don’t live in L.A.? How do I summon my muse and spark my creative energy? What is the Character/Action Grid, and what makes it so fast and effective in evaluating and revising my work? What common formatting mistakes turn off agents and readers? What are the tricks to effective scene construction and transition? What is the
single most important key to writing great dialogue? And what are the seven deadly dialogue sins? How do I write a query letter or one-sheet that will get my script read? How do I build a winning, compelling pitch? What are the unwritten rules? What “breakthrough” strategies can jump-start my screenwriting career? What is meant by the “heart of
the story,” and how do I get mine beating? How do I break into television, the New Media, and other lesser-known markets? What are the 10 keys to creating captivating characters? What basic plot paradigms do virtually all stories utilize? How do I find the “high concept” in my own script so that I can sell it? Where can I find a clear writing process
that will motivate me to finish my script? How can I add dimension, depth, and emotion to virtually any story? How do I bring my characters to life and fascinate readers? What are the 10 tools every writer needs (and few have) before approaching the market? Where do contests fit in my strategic marketing plan? Where can a new writer get free
feedback? How does Hollywood really work? How is a spec script different from a shooting script, and how do I write it? What writing opportunities are often overlooked by screenwriters? It’s all in The Bible. Here’s what the sixth edition contains: * The spec-formatting guide recommended by agents, readers, and producers. * A sensible plan to jump-
start your writing career and get in the game now. * More on character development and dialogue writing that will help make your characters compelling and clear. * The latest in proper screenplay format. This section has been completely updated and expanded by “Dr. Format” himself, with additional examples of virtually every conceivable
formatting situation. Shows correct format plus how to apply it. * Timely new advice on creating and delivering pitches, and writing one-sheets. * An updated marketing section that includes ways to get “discovered” in today’s crowded marketplace. * More than 50 pages of sample scenes written in proper format, and a complete analysis of each. *
Plenty of worksheets with detailed instructions that will guide you in creating a laser-sharp strategic marketing plan. * More tips, techniques, and pointers on writing a successful screenplay. * Specific up-to-date marketing advice. There are more effective ways to get read and get assignments than sending query letters to agents—find out what these
are. * Includes over a half-dozen writing and revising exercises with suggested revisions to help you excel in your writing craft. * Two sample treatments, a Hollywood coverage, and a sample release form. « Hundreds of examples and illustrations that you can apply right now to your own writing or script marketing project. * An extensive, easy-to-use
index. Completely up-to-date and completely reliable EVERYTHING YOU NEED UNDER ONE COVER The Screenwriter’s Bible—your authoritative source Copyright © 1994, 1995, 1998, 2005, 2010, 2014 by David R. Trottier. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission
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Wilson, Excerpt from Just My Luck, © Chris Wilson Deana Costner, Excerpt from Kissin’ Cousins, © Deana Costner Ryan Tremblay, Excerpt from Vicious Cycle, © Ryan Tremblay Lori Liddy and Sue Holzinger, Excerpt from Getting What We Want, © Lori Liddy and Sue Holzinger Denise Ann Wood, Excerpt from Quality of Life, © Denise Ann Wood
Barbara Reitz, Excerpts from The Blue Lobster, © Barbara Reitz David S. Freeman, The ‘It’ Girl, © David S. Freeman Excerpts from Dr. Format column, reprinted courtesy of Script magazine, © David R. Trottier Conversation with Taylor Russo (“A Dynamite Experience”) used with permission Martin Carbonella, Excerpt from Knife in My Heart, ©
Martin Carbonella Debi Tuccio, Excerpt from Oh What a Night, © Debi Tuccio. Reprinted courtesy of Script magazine Leslie Paonessa, coverage of The Secret of Question Mark Cave, © Leslie Paonessa, All Rights Reserved Daniel Stuenzi, Excerpt from The Helpers, © Daniel Stuenzi Jose Barranca, A Cuban Cigar query letter, © Jose Barranca Kerry
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eBook ISBN: 9781935247623 Cover design by Heidi Frieder Silman-James Press www.silmanjamespress.com Contents Title Page Copyright Contents Introduction to the sixth edition of The Bible BOOK I: How to Write a Screenplay: A Primer How stories work Situation, conflict, and resolution—the flow of the story The lowdown on high concept Story-
layering, plot, and genre Ten keys to creating captivating characters Theme Dialogue, subtext, and exposition How to make a scene Suspense, comedy, and television BOOK II: 7 Steps to a Stunning Script: A Workbook About this workbook Step 1—Summon your muse Step 2—Dream up your movie idea Step 3—Develop your core story Step 4—Create
your movie people Step 5—"“Step-out” your story Step 6—Write your first draft Step 7—Make the necessary revisions BOOK III: Proper Formatting Technique: A Style Guide How to use this guide to craft a compelling and professional screenplay Sample script (with cross-reference codes) Formatting in a nutshell Overall screenplay appearance Scene
headings (slug lines) Narrative description Dialogue How to format TV scripts Glossary of terms not discussed elsewhere BOOK IV: Writing and Revising Your Breakthrough Script: A Script Consultant's View The spec script—your key to breaking in Key principles and exercises in revising scenes When to break formatting rules The first 10 pages
BOOK V: How to Sell Your Script: A Marketing Plan Five steps to selling your work 1. Protect your work 2. Prepare your script for market 3. Assemble your selling tools 4. Create your strategic marketing plan 5. Implement your plan How to find an agent Crafting the query How to pitch without striking out Synopses, one-sheets, treatments, and
outlines How to sell your script without an agent Television markets Jump-start your career now! How to break into Hollywood when you live in Peoria A personal challenge Resources Introduction to the sixth edition of The Bible Twenty years ago, in response to student and client requests, I created the first edition of The Screenwriter’s Bible. Where
has the time gone? Since then, I have coached aspiring writers around the world. And throughout this period, I have come to understand that there are core principles and techniques that help screenwriters get off to a fast start. The result is the sixth edition of my work, which I believe to be the best edition of the bunch, and clearly the timeliest. In
fact, this 20th Anniversary Edition is dedicated to you, the developing screenwriter or pro, and to the students and clients who have inspired me with their dedication and creative vision. You have made this edition possible. In this volume, I help you begin the screenwriting and script selling journey and guide you along the way. Not that you won’t
need help and encouragement from others—you will—but every aspect of screenwriting is covered in this work. That’s why I call it The Screenwriter’s Bible. There are five guidebooks in The Bible. Each book is self-contained and can be read independently of the others. In addition, each can be used as a handy reference. You will find yourself turning
to The Bible again and again. Most writers, regardless of experience, will benefit from a thorough reading of all five books. Here’s a helpful insight into each book or section: * Book I: How to Write a Screenplay is based on my award-winning audio series and national seminar. My hope is that you’ll find it a concise and clear presentation of
screenwriting essentials. Use it as a primer or as a refresher when you’re stuck. Books I and II can be used concurrently as you write your script. In fact, Book I will occasionally refer you to Book II (actually a workbook) at appropriate junctures. * Book II: 7 Steps to a Stunning Script is a workbook that takes you step by step through the writing
process. The first step deals with creativity, “summoning your muse,” and overcoming blocks. The other six steps include the pre-writing, writing, and revision phases. * Book III: Proper Formatting Technique not only provides the crucial formatting standards by which your script will be judged, but teaches something of screenwriting itself. Even if
you have a complete knowledge of formatting, reading this book will improve your writing style. This formatting guide has become the de facto industry spec screenplay formatting standard. * Book IV: Writing and Revising Your Breakthrough Script is an annotated guide to spec writing. Since samples of spec scripts are so rare, this section will prove
valuable to you because you must write a spec script to break into the business. Try your hand at revising the poorly written sample scenes and then compare your versions with mine. Also review the first nine pages of an actual spec script with my line-by-line analysis. * Book V: How to Sell Your Script presents a detailed marketing plan with useful
worksheets that takes the mystery out of selling to Hollywood and to the many other screenwriting markets. The plan is comprehensive as well as specific. With it, you’ll be able to target your market with effective sales strategies. (Note: The Screenwriter’s Bible is sold with the understanding that neither the publisher nor the author is engaged in
rendering legal advice. If legal assistance is required, the services of an entertainment attorney or other competent professional should be sought.) I invite you to share with me your reactions to The Bible, and I hope it becomes a help and a guide to your personal writing success. I wish you the best. Keep writing, Dave Trottier [email protected] How
stories work THE NEXT GREAT SCREENWRITER You may have heard that breaking into the movie business is tough. It is. However, if you write a script that features a character that has a clear and specific goal or desire, and there is strong opposition to that goal, leading to a crisis and an emotionally satisfying ending, your script will automatically
find itself in the upper 10%. Few developing screenwriters have mastered even the basics of screenwriting. If your script also presents a well-crafted story built on an original concept or premise and featuring a fascinating character with which people can become emotionally involved, there are agents and producers awaiting the advent of the next
great screenwriter. You can be that next great screenwriter if you work hard, learn your craft, and develop discipline. You’ll need to apply the fine art of pleasant persistence. And there are going to be disappointments. But you can do it! Now stop for just a moment and say that to yourself. All successful screenwriters begin in the same way. All write
one or more feature-length scripts of about 100 pages or so. Even if you want to write for television, your best means of entering the industry is via a feature script that you can use as a sample or a pilot. Book I is designed to help you write that one spec script that’s going to get you noticed. What is a spec script? It’s the script you're writing now on
the speculation that someone will buy it later. Unless you are being paid in advance to write, you are writing a spec. Book II gives you specific direction in the writing process. Book III is your industry standard formatting and style guide, while Book IV will provide additional help in applying formatting and spec writing principles to the nittygritty of
the actual writing. Book V helps you sell your script and/or find work. THE STRENGTH OF THE SCREENPLAY FORM A screenplay differs from a stage play or novel in a number of ways. A novel may describe a character’s thoughts and feelings page after page. It’s a great medium for expressing internal conflict. A stage play is almost exclusively
verbal; soap operas and sitcoms fit into this category. A movie is primarily visual. Yes, it will contain dialogue—it may even deal with internal things—but it is primarily a visual medium that requires visual writing. I have seldom read a “first screenplay” that did not have too much dialogue and too little action. You may have that same common
tendency to tell rather than show. Picture a stage play in which a babysitter cuts paper dolls with her scissors. The children are upstairs playing. From the other side of the room, a robber enters. He approaches her with a knife. Just in time, she turns and stabs him with the scissors. Not particularly suspenseful. In an actual stage play, these people
would probably talk to each other for 10 minutes before the physical confrontation, because the conflict in a stage play generally comes out in dialogue. That’s the strength of the stage play form. A novel may focus on the thoughts and feelings of each character. That’s the strength of the novel form —inner conflict. Perhaps the babysitter
contemplates suicide, and this is the robber’s first job. Neither is sure he/she can go through with it. These inner conflicts manifest themselves through inner dialogue. However, a screenplay will focus on the visual and emotional aspects of the scene. The scissors penetrate one of the paper dolls. The doorknob slowly turns. The babysitter doesn’t
notice. Outside, the dog barks, but the kids upstairs are so noisy that the babysitter doesn’t hear the dog. A figure slides in through the shadows. His knife fills the screen. He moves toward her. The dog barks louder. The intruder inches closer. But she is completely absorbed in cutting paper dolls. He looms over her. His knife goes up. The dog barks
louder still. She suddenly becomes aware, turns, and impales the man with the scissors. He falls. His legs twitch and finally become still. She drops the scissors and screams. The focus here is on the action—the drama—because movies are primarily visual. Yes, there are notable exceptions, but you are wise to use the strength of the medium for which
you have chosen to write. Inner conflict is great, dialogue is important to bring out interpersonal conflict, but make your screenplay visually powerful. Showing through action usually works better than telling with dialogue. Even in character-driven “dialogue” scripts, add visual touches. For example, the Gran Torino automobile in Gran Torino can be
seen as a symbol of Walt’s traditional American male values as he sees them. The house in Up is a symbol of Carl’s wife Ellie and his memories of her. Likewise, Ellie’s My Adventure Book becomes a symbol of the theme. Her book inspires Carl to have a new adventure. Always look for opportunities to make the abstract visual and the internal external.
I will mention the importance of visual writing and creating cinematic moments throughout The Screenwriter’s Bible. THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING STRUCTURED Your screenplay must be well structured because you want your story to survive once the director and other collaborators take your work of art and make it their own—you want the story
to endure. This is one reason William Goldman emphasized in his book Adventures in the Screen Trade that “screenplays are structure.” Art—whether it’s a painting, a flower arrangement, a rock ballad, or your story—is a union of form and content. Accordingly, the content of your story requires a dramatic structure or form to give it shape. Structure
is the skeleton on which you hang the meat of your story. And without that skeletal framework, your story content falls flat like a blob of jelly, incapable of forward movement. Most beginning writers just begin writing without much thought of story structure—where are their stories going and how will they end? Soon, writer’s block sets in. One of
your first writing steps will be to construct a skeleton, a structural model of some kind. Aaron Sorkin, in writing The Social Network, spent a lot of time figuring out how to “frame” his character-driven screenplay about the founder of Facebook. He finally settled on the deposition hearing as a way of giving the story content shape or structure.
Aristotle was right Aristotle wrote in his Poetics that drama (and that includes comedy, since comedy is drama in disguise) has a beginning, a middle, and an end. You’ve heard this before. Traditionally, the beginning comprises about 25% of the story, the middle is approximately 50%, and the end is about 25%. These are the basic proportions of the
three-act structure. If you like to think in terms of four acts, then Act 1 is the beginning, Acts 2 and 3 are the middle, and Act 4 is the end. A seven-act structure still has a beginning, middle, and end. Shakespeare’s five-act plays have a beginning, middle, and end, as does the five-act Four Weddings and a Funeral. Because a screenplay is about 90-110
pages (120 pages at the most), the beginning is usually the first 15 to 25 pages. The middle is the next 50 pages or so, and the end is the last 10-25 pages. Obviously, the exact length can vary, but the middle will always be the largest section. Setup, complications, and resolution All great screenplays have a beginning, a middle, and an end. In the
beginning, you set up your story; that is, you grab the reader’s attention, introduce your thesis, and establish the situation for conflict. During the middle, you complicate matters and develop the conflict, which should build to some kind of crisis. In the end, you conclude the story and resolve the conflict. The end is the payoff for the reader, for the
audience, and for you. Put your hero in the proverbial tree, throw rocks at her, and then get her out. Boy meets girl, boy loses girl and tries to get her back again, boy gets girl. Beginning, middle, and end. What about DOA? It opens with the ending . . . or does it? Granted, it opens with the end of the central character’s life, but not with the end of the
story. What is this story really about? It is not about the central character’s death, it’s about who killed him. The dramatic premise is this: Can he find his killer before he dies? The story ends when he finds his killer. This is just a creative way of using the basic model. In Back to the Future, the beginning takes place in 1985, the middle in 1955, and
the end in 1985 again. A very simple overall framework. THE TWO KEY TURNING POINTS Twists and turns How do you get from the beginning to the middle and from the middle to the end? Turning points. They are also called transition points, action points, plot points, and character crossroads. Turning points are the twists and turns. They are the
important events that complicate or even reverse the action, such as cliffhangers, revelations, and crises. Structure organizes these events into a story. Your story may have dozens of turning points, but the two that facilitate the transitions from act to act are key to your story’s success. The first big turning point ends Act 1 (the beginning) and moves
the reader (and the audience) to Act 2 (the middle). It could be called the Big Event because it is usually a “big event” that dramatically affects the central character’s life. The second major turning point moves the reader into Act 3 (the end) and the final showdown. This is the Crisis. Of all the crises in your story, this is the one that forces the central
character to take the final action, or series of actions, that will resolve the story. Let’s look at some examples. How big an event? In the film Monsters University, Mike is a “scare major” at the university. Ever since he was six, he has dreamed about attending college and working at Monsters, Inc. Dean Abigail Hardscrabble warns students that if they
flunk the final, they’ll be dropped from the scare program. So Mike studies hard while a fellow student, Sulley, relies on his natural gifts to get by. One night, Sulley steals a rival college’s mascot, a pig, which escapes. Mike captures the pig, but Sulley takes the credit and is admitted to a top fraternity. The resulting rivalry between the two students
causes Hardscrabble to fail them both and drop them from the program. Is this not a big event that changes Mike’s life? How can he possibly find a way to get Hardscrabble to readmit him to the program? And what will he do with the anger he feels towards Sulley, who has destroyed his childhood dream? As you can see, this plot point clearly sets up
everything that follows, both in terms of the action and the relationship. Please note that, in this case, the Big Event does not involve bombs or a car chase. The Big Event is “big” in terms of its meaning to the central character. Steven Spielberg said that, in the best movies, someone “loses control [of his/her life] and then somehow has to regain it”
(from The Films of Steven Spielberg by Douglas Brode). The Big Event causes that loss of control. In Cast Away, that moment comes when Chuck Noland is cast away. In Ghost, the Big Event is the murder of Sam Wheat (played by Patrick Swayze). In this case, he literally loses his life, and that’s a pretty big event. Natalie’s new plan could ground
Ryan (George Clooney) in Up in the Air. Andy Dufresne (Tim Robbins) in The Shawshank Redemption is incarcerated. In The Incredibles, Bob Parr is lured to a remote island for a top-secret assignment. Gil (Owen Wilson) is transported to 1920s Paris in Midnight in Paris, and Jackie Robinson is hired by the Dodgers in 42. The Big Event for Paul
Edgecomb (Tom Hanks) in The Green Mile is when John Coffey heals him. In Up, Carl is about to lose his house, which represents his life with Ellie, so he uses balloons to literally uproot the house and head up and out to Paradise Falls. But he has a stowaway! Russell, a wilderness explorer, is on the front porch. The Big Event is the clincher in setting
up your story and audience. They're now prepared for the long haul through the second and third acts. They want to know what happens next. Crisis management Now let’s look at an example of the Crisis, or second major turning point, the one that moves the story from its middle to its end. In E.T. it is the moment when E.T. is dying, and the
scientists converge on the house. Everything looks bleak. It is the moment when it looks least likely that E.T. will ever get home. This is the Crisis. What follows is the final struggle to get home. You have a similar low point in Thelma & Louise. How will they ever escape the law now? In The Incredibles, how will the Incredible family defeat Syndrome
when he has apparently defeated them? The low point in Avatar is when the Na’vi homeland is about to be wiped out. That leads to the final battle. When you watch Sleepless in Seattle, you feel pretty low when Annie (Meg Ryan) announces that Sam (Tom Hanks) is history and that she’s finally decided to marry Walter (Bill Pullman). In Titanic, the
central character is Rose. The Crisis is precipitated by the separation of the lovers. Jack is arrested for stealing the Heart of the Ocean. (Is he stealing Rose’s heart as well?) Trouble in Cairo The Purple Rose of Cairo is about movies and their effect on people. Cecilia has a crummy life, a crummy husband, and a crummy job, and lives during the Great
(or Crummy) Depression. For relief, she goes to the local theater where, this week, The Purple Rose of Cairo is playing. She’s seen it four times already, and at the fifth showing, one of the fictitious characters in the movie notices her in the audience and walks right off the screen and into her life. The Big Event—right? Let’s take a closer look at this
clever flick. In the beginning, we are introduced to reality (Cecilia’s husband and life) and then to fantasy (the fictitious character and movies in general). So what will happen next—in the middle? Can you guess? We’'ll have a rising conflict; in this case, fantasy vs. reality. This conflict will build to the Crisis. What’s the Crisis going to be? It’s the point
when Cecilia has to choose between her husband (reality) and the fictitious character (fantasy). Just as Cecilia returns to reality in the end, so must we when we leave the movie theater. The Crisis in this film is not just a low point, but an event that forces the central character to make a crucial decision. Once she decides, she can then move into the
final act, the Showdown (or climax) and resolution of the story. The crisis decision As with The Purple Rose of Cairo, the Crisis often forces the central character to make a tough decision. In The Green Mile, Paul learns that John Coffey is innocent. What will he do now? Will he lead him to the chair so he can “ride the lightning”? Walt, in Gran Torino,
really gets himself and his neighbors into a fix. As a result of his actions, Sue is raped and Tao’s house is shot up. What can Walt do now to defeat this gang? In Aliens, the Crisis is precipitated when the little girl is kidnapped by the alien creatures, and the planet is about to explode. Ellen Ripley (Sigourney Weaver) must make a crucial, life-or-death
decision. Will she abandon the planet and save herself? Or will she return for the little girl? She demonstrates her choice by igniting her flamethrower. The perfect drama Many years ago, I discovered the perfect drama: Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol. We meet Scrooge, Tiny Tim, Bob Cratchit, and others. Each has a problem. Scrooge’s
problem, which he doesn’t realize he has, is that he lacks the Christmas spirit. The Big Event is the appearance of Marley’s Ghost. During the middle of the story, three more spirits appear to Scrooge, but the Crisis comes when Scrooge sees his name on a tombstone, and he asks the crisis question: “Is this fate or can I change?” The story ends with
Scrooge getting the Christmas spirit and helping the others solve their problems. We are allowed to catch our breath after each apparition. In other words, this story is well paced. Excitement and action are followed by reflection and reaction, and each major and minor turning point creates even more anticipation for the next, so that the story’s high
points get higher and higher until the end. In terms of dramatic tension and conflict, your story also needs peaks and valleys. Remember that the peaks (the turning points) should get generally higher as the story progresses. Of mints and men I'll take a moment here and offer a letter from a student who thanked me for bringing candy mints to class
and demonstrated her clear understanding of basic story structure. She writes: It was ironic that I met another writer who shared my addiction to Starlight Mints. In my case, it began as an innocent habit. I would keep a jar of mints beside my computer so I could have a little pick-me-up at any time during the day. THE SETUP. Then a trip to the
dentist revealed I had my first cavity in 12 years. BIG EVENT. Things went from bad to worse as I missed dentist appointments, spent the housekeeping money on Starlight Mints, and couldn’t even kiss my husband because of all the mints crammed into my mouth. PLOT COMPLICATIONS. Until the CRISIS MOMENT, when my husband told me that I
had to choose between Starlight Mints or our marriage. I made the agonizing decision to give up mints. I'm happy now and my marriage is stronger than ever. RESOLUTION. Comedy and story structure Does comedy use story structure? Yes. Effective comedy is built on the same principles as effective drama. Airplane! is the story of a man who has
lost his nerve to fly and who must regain it to save the people on the airplane. Here’s a quote from the writers of Airplane! and the Naked Gun series, David Zucker, Jim Abrahams, and Jerry Zucker: The movies appear to be a kind of screen anarchy, but believe me, the process of getting it up there is much different. I mean, we’re not maniacs, we
don’t bounce off the walls when we write. It gets to be a very scientifically designed process, actually. We spend a lot of time . . . marking off the three acts, concentrating not on the jokes but on the structure and sequence of the story. It’s a very dull first couple of months, but that’s how we spend them (Hollywood Scriptwriter). Situation, conflict,
and resolution—the flow of the story MAKE A GOOD FIRST IMPRESSION The first thing your script should be concerned with is hooking the reader and setting forth the rules or parameters of your story. If the opening scene captures the reader’s interest in some unique way, it is called the hook. Otherwise, it’s just the opening scene. Obviously, the
opening image—the first thing we see—makes your first impression. It implies something about your story—the location, the mood, or even the theme. The screenplay Body Heat opens with these words: “Flames in the night sky.” Little Miss Sunshine opens with Olive’s eyes. She’s watching a beauty pageant. Her eyes reflect the desire that will drive
the movie. Argo opens with the American flag burning at the embassy in Iran. Apocalypse Now opens with a jungle aflame and the surreal sounds of helicopters. Superimposed over this is the face of Captain Willard (Martin Sheen) watching a ceiling fan that reminds him of helicopter rotors. He is recalling his last mission. The writer/director is setting
the standards by which we’ll measure the rest of the story. He is defining the context of his story. What is the context of your story? It will include the atmosphere or mood, the location, the emotional setting, and the genre. Genre (in this book) refers to movie type: for example, action, adventure, Western, thriller, romantic comedy, sci-fi, family
drama, zombie-revisionist history-comedy, and so forth. Communicate something about the rules, parameters, nature, and culture of the special world you have created in the first ten pages or so. You set the tone. For example, Don Corleone teaches Bonasera about friendship, loyalty, and the patron-client relationship in The Godfather’s opening. In
Signs, first we see the farm; then we see the central character wake up. There’s a sense that something is wrong. And then we see the crop circles in the corn. (Although crop circles are normally found in wheat fields and similar grains, Shyamalan used corn because it is “scarier.”) From this quick opening, we get an idea of who the story is about,
where they live, the fact that they have a mystery at their farm, that there’s something otherworldly afoot, and the film’s genre. O Brother, Where Art Thou? opens with a Depression-era chain gang. Seabiscuit opens with photos of Depression-era cars and assembly lines: “It was the beginning and the end of imagination all at the same time.” In
Spider-Man 2, Peter Parker is late delivering pizzas. He’s fired. And then it’s one problem after the other: he has money problems, he’s late for class, and so on. Peter’s situation is well established, and we feel for him early on. In Ghostbusters, we see a librarian scared by a ghost and we laugh our heads off. Supernatural comedy. Then we see Dr.
Venkman (Bill Murray) hitting on a coed. There are probably a thousand ways to portray this, but the writers stay in the genre. Venkman pretends the coed has ESP and that she needs his tutelage and support to understand her gift. In L.A. Confidential, we meet two Los Angeles police officers in the 1950s. The first few scenes define the story’s tone,
time, and location. And we see a particular police officer dispensing “justice” before an arrest. Blade Runner opens with a “guided tour” of a definite future place while setting the mood of the story. Jerry Maguire opens with an introduction to the world of sports agenting. Scream begins with a long sequence of Casey Becker (Drew Barrymore) at
home alone. Someone calls her, terrifies her, and asks her questions about horror movies. The caller tells her the consequences are deadly if she answers the questions incorrectly. She answers incorrectly. This interchange and resulting carnage establish the film’s genre as well as its hip style. In Episode IV of Star Wars (A New Hope), the “rules of
the game,” the nature of the weaponry, the limits of the technology, and the two conflicting sides are all established early. YOUR TWO KEY CHARACTERS Early in your script, you’ll want to introduce us to your central character, sometimes called the pivotal character. Often this person will appear in the opening scene. Obviously, the primary
opposition character must be introduced as well. This person does not have to appear as early, but could. It’s your dramatic choice. We generally think of the protagonist as the good guy or hero, while the antagonist is the bad guy. I recently heard someone arguing that the protagonist can be antagonistic, but isn’t that a contradiction in terms and
maybe a little confusing? In creating a story, I think it is helpful to think in terms of a central character and an opposition character. Usually the protagonist is also the central character, but sometimes the role of central character goes to the antagonist. In Amadeus, Salieri, the bad guy, is the main cause of action and, therefore, the central character
around whom the story is built. His opponent is Mozart, the good guy. The same holds true for the Joker in The Dark Knight. The Joker is the main cause of action, the central character and the antagonist. And certainly in The Ladykillers, the central character is Professor G. H. Dorr (Tom Hanks), and he is definitely the lead antagonist. In The Hand
That Rocks the Cradle, Peyton, the nanny, is the central character because it’s her goal that drives the action of the story. Claire, the wife, is the primary opposition character, even though she is the protagonist (good guy). Marlene is a secondary opposition character. In both Falling Down and Chronicle, the protagonist becomes the antagonist in the
end. You can see why I believe it is helpful to think in terms of a central character and opposition character(s). One key to making a story dramatic is to create a strong central character with a powerful goal, and then provide a strong opposition character who (consciously or subconsciously) tries to stop the central character from achieving that goal.
This assures us of conflict. And conflict is drama. Can there be more than one central character? Of course, but ensemble pieces like The Breakfast Club and Best Exotic Marigold Hotel are difficult to write, as are parallel stories such as The Godfather: Part II, Pulp Fiction, Crimes and Misdemeanors, and Julie & Julia. Students often present examples
of dual central characters in a movie, and in most cases, the reality is that there is just one central character. For example, Butch Cassidy is the central character and the Sundance Kid is the sidekick (in Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid). That’s true for most buddy movies, including the old Bob Hope and Bing Crosby road pictures—only one (Bing
Crosby, in this case) is the central character. In The Hurt Locker, we have three main characters, but the central character is Sgt. William James, who happens to enter the story later than the other two, but who is most prominent in the end and carries the theme about addiction to war. Mike is the central character in Monsters University. Recently, I
reviewed Best Exotic Marigold Hotel a second time because I liked it so much. There are three characters that are candidates for the central character—Muriel (the hotel’s problem-solver in the end played by Maggie Smith), Evelyn (the narrator played by Judi Dench), and Sonny (the hotel owner played by Dev Patel). In truth, this is a genuine
ensemble piece with no clear central character. I see four reasons for the film’s artistic and commercial success: 1) Each of 10 characters has a goal, desire, need, or intention; 2) Those goals or intentions complicate those of other characters; 3) The characters’ past histories (backstories) motivate present actions; and 4) The movie ends with a clear
and emotionally satisfying ending. All loose ends for all 10 characters are cleaned up nice and tidy. Ensemble films are certainly a valid form. Even so, they are usually difficult to write and sell; thus, I recommend that you build your story around one central character in your first screenplay. A DYNAMITE EXPERIENCE My introduction to Napoleon
Dynamite came at the urging of my 17-year-old nephew. “Uncle Dave, it’s great. It’s totally unique, and it doesn’t even have a plot.” I watched it and loved it, especially the classroom “happy hands” scene, but I had “bad” news for my nephew. I said, “I hate to tell you this, but the writers used classic romantic-comedy structure for their story.” He
looked shocked. “Let me take you through the main turning points,” I said. “A drama begins with things more or less in balance, and then the Catalyst upsets the balance and gets the story moving. The Catalyst is when Deb meets Napoleon at his doorstep, where she tries to sell him beauty aids.” “But Dynamite is a comedy, not a drama,” Taylor said.
I explained that comedy has its roots in drama and then continued with the lecture. “The Big Event is when Deb sits down next to him in the cafeteria. And this is a big event if girls don’t usually like you.” Even though my nephew didn’t have girl problems, he understood, having read previous editions of The Screenwriter’s Bible. Encouraged, I
blabbered on. “The Midpoint is usually the moment toward the middle of the movie when the character becomes more committed, involved, or motivated. In Napoleon Dynamite, it’s the dance. And who does Napoleon end up with at the dance?” “Deb,” Taylor said knowingly. And then he put the rest together. “The Crisis is when the two are pulled
apart by a misunderstanding. She calls Napoleon a ‘shallow friend.’” “But the big guy bounces back,” I interrupted. “He dances at the election assembly demonstrating his skill. Remember what he said earlier about girls liking boys with skills such as ‘nunchuk skills’ [referring to nunchakus]?” My nephew laughed, recalling the moment, and then
resolved the story for me: “So Deb returns to the tetherball court, where Napoleon delivers his immortal romantic line, ‘I caught you a delicious bass,” and asks, ‘Wanna play me?’ So she plays him. That, combined with his earlier dazzling footwork, is the Showdown or climax.” “A dynamite experience,” I quipped. “But it’s not the whole story.
Napoleon has not one but two goals that drive this movie. Remember, he’s trying to help Pedro win the election for student body president. In fact, that’s the only reason Napoleon dances at the end, to win the election for Pedro. So his dancing is not only the Showdown for the get-Pedro-elected action plot, it also sets up his climactic meeting with
Deb at the tetherball court (resolution of the relationship plot). That’s when Napoleon realizes he’s got himself a babe; I call that the Realization.” “Hey, don’t forget the other romantic subplot of Kip and La Fawnduh,” Taylor added proudly, emphasizing the syllable “duh.” My nephew scratched his head, thinking. “I guess the flick seemed plotless
because the structure was handled in a fresh and original way.” “Exactly,” I said, and then I put my hand on his shoulder and said, “Hungry?” He was. “I know a place that serves a delicious bass.” ***** Let’s review those key turning points, one by one. THE CATALYST AND BIG EVENT You’'ve heard the horror stories of agents and executives
reading only the first few pages of a script and then tossing it on the dung heap. One way to avoid that is for something to happen in the first 10 pages. It pains me to be so pointed, but I do so for your own good: Readers need to know right from the get-go what kind of story they’re reading, who to root for, and where the conflict may be headed. I
recall how delighted my agent was when he told me about a script he had just read, Regarding Henry. “He’s shot on page seven! Imagine, shot on page seven!” He emphasized “page seven” for my benefit because I was late getting things moving in the script of mine he was representing at that time. Somewhere in the first 10 or 15 pages of your
script (or earlier), something should happen to give your central character a goal, a desire, a mission, a need, or a problem. I like to call this event the Catalyst, although it’s often referred to by others as the Inciting Incident. Yes, it is a turning point. No, it’s not usually the same as the Big Event, although it can be. This term and many other terms are
used in a variety of ways by industry people. One person’s Catalyst is another person’s First Major Turning Point. For example, many writers and writing gurus think of the Big Event as the Inciting Incident. Defining the terms is less important than understanding the principle. I use terms that I believe will be the most helpful and least confusing to
understand. Here’s the principle: When a story begins, life is in balance. Yes, your hero may have a problem, but it’s a problem he’s always had—his status quo. Then the Catalyst kicks things out of balance and gives the central character a new problem, need, goal, desire, or mission. The central character spends the rest of the movie trying to get
things back into balance. For Mark Zuckerberg in The Social Network, life is in balance. Yes, he’d like to get into a Final Club, but that’s an issue he had before the movie began. Then, on page eight, his girlfriend dumps him; that’s the Catalyst. The Big Event is his creation of the precursor to Facebook. That’s what changes his life in a bigger way. In
this case, the Catalyst motivates or leads naturally to the Big Event. In Witness, an Amish boy witnesses a murder. It feels like the Big Event, but it can’t be because it doesn’t happen to the central character, Detective John Book (Harrison Ford). Rather, it’s the Catalyst. It creates a problem or desire for Detective Book. Now he wants to solve the
murder. Now the movie’s moving. In other words, the Catalyst begins the movement of the story. But the Big Event in Witness occurs later. The little boy peers through the trophy case at the police office and spots a picture of the killer. Book realizes that the murderer is on the police force. He goes to the chief and reports this. The chief asks, “Have
you told anyone else?” Book says, “I haven’t told anyone.” Then when Book goes home, he is shot. He knows they’ll attempt to kill the boy next, so he rushes to the boy and his mother and together they escape to Act 2 and the world of the Amish. Do you see that the Big Event is bigger than the Catalyst? Moss’s theft of the money in No Country for Old
Men is the Catalyst of that story. The event that changes his life, however, is when he returns to the scene to bring water to a dying man (the only humane act in the movie). He is now pursued until he is finally killed. In My Big Fat Greek Wedding, Ian Miller enters Toula’s restaurant. That’s the Catalyst. She decides that the only way to land a hunk
like Ian is to get away from her family and improve herself. The Big Event is when Ian walks into the travel agency where she works. In Toy Story, the arrival of Buzz Lightyear (Catalyst) creates a lot of buzz in the toy community. And now Woody has something of a problem to solve. But it’s not until Buzz tumbles headlong out the window (Big Event)
that Woody’s life really changes. Pretty Woman Viv (Julia Roberts) and Edward (Richard Gere) meet: the Catalyst. He pays her to stay with him at the hotel: the Big Event. Jerry Maguire sees his client in the hospital, then writes a mission statement: the Catalyst. He is fired: the Big Event. Independence Day. The aliens arrive: the Catalyst. They attack
and blow up the White House: the Big Event. Thelma & Louise. They leave town to go fishing: the Catalyst. Louise shoots Thelma’s attacker: the Big Event. You may ask, Can the Catalyst also be the Big Event? Sure. Ghost and Regarding Henry are two examples, as is Juno (the pregnancy). Keep in mind that I am presenting guidelines in this book, not
hard-and-fast rules. The Central Dramatic Question A good Catalyst and/or Big Event, besides giving the central character a new problem or desire, will often reveal something of the main conflict or story premise. It may raise the central dramatic question (or obligatory question) for that film. For example, will John Book (in Witness) catch the killer?
Will E.T. get home? Will Toula attract Ian (in My Big Fat Greek Wedding)? Will Kowalski and Stone return to earth in Gravity? What was Citizen Kane referring to when he said, “Rosebud”? Will Police Chief Martin Brody (Roy Scheider) get Jaws? Will Edward and Viv find true love in Pretty Woman? Will Pi Patel survive his adventure in Life of Pi? Can
J. C. Wiatt (Diane Keaton) have it all—a family and a career—in Baby Boom? Will Chuck Noland in Cast Away survive and return home? Will the Americans escape from Iran in Argo? Often, a situation in a film can create a relatively minor obligatory question. The shallow granddaughter in Gran Torino wonders who will inherit the Gran Torino when
Walt dies. That’s the obligatory question. The answer comes at the end: Tao gets it. FORESHADOWING Because Act 1 is primarily devoted to setting up the story situation, foreshadowing becomes a vital tool. In the first act of Aliens, we establish early that Ripley (Sigourney Weaver) can operate a combination loader/forklift. This large contraption is
literally an extension of her arms and legs. That’s the setup. At the end of the movie, she uses it to fight the big mama alien. That’s the payoff. Incidentally, we see a version of that contraption in the movie Avatar. Fairly early in Avatar, we see a creature called the hammerhead titanothere (or angtsik in the Na’vi language). We soon forget about it
until it is skillfully used at the end of the movie to defeat the really bad military guy, Colonel Quaritch. The tetherball court is established in the first act of Napoleon Dynamite. Napoleon asks Summer Wheatley, “Wanna play me?” She rejects him. The payoff is the final scene when Napoleon asks Deb, “Wanna play me?” And she does. This new
response is the measure of how things have changed for Napoleon. You can get away with almost anything if you set it up, or foreshadow it, early in your story. Much of screenwriting is setting things up for a later payoff. In most James Bond movies, Q gives James the gadgets he’ll use later in the movie. They can be pretty ridiculous, but as long as
they are established early, we accept them. However, if at the end of the movie James saved himself with a gadget that was not given to him, perhaps a tiny missile that carried a 100-megaton nuclear warhead, we’d say, “Where did that come from?” And we’d feel ripped off—right? The payoff for skillful foreshadowing is that it satisfies an audience’s
need for completion and lends your story a sense of unity. Look at all we learn in the first scenes of Raiders of the Lost Ark. The story is about lost artifacts, archeology, and high adventure involving World War II Nazis. We learn that both Belloq and Indiana are resourceful, that Indiana hates snakes, and that he must recover the lost Ark of the
Covenant. Early in A Beautiful Mind, John Nash (Russell Crowe) witnesses the “presentation of the pens.” This is the ceremony at which each professor in a department gives his or her pen to a member of the department in recognition of a lifetime achievement. When we see this presentation again, Nash is the recipient. High Noon is a wonderful
example of foreshadowing. The audience is made aware of the terrible thing that might happen at high noon. This foreshadowing helps motivate conflicts between Marshal Will Kane (Gary Cooper) and his wife, and with certain town folk. In an early scene in Ghost, Sam Wheat (Patrick Swayze) watches an airline disaster on the news and comments
about how quickly life can end. Later he confides in Molly (Demi Moore) that he is afraid —every time something good happens in his life, something bad happens. This is a foreshadowing of his imminent death. There is also a suspenseful moment when a statue of an angel is moved into the apartment. Can you guess what this foreshadows? Here’s a
partial list of foreshadowing elements in Titanic. Most are introduced early in the story. « « » » « « ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢« The sunken ship, rooms, fireplace, safe, Rose’s comb, the nude drawing. The automobile where they later make love How the Titanic would sink Heart of the Ocean necklace How freezing the water is (Jack points this out in the “suicide” scene)
Spitting lessons pay off later when Rose hocks one up on her fiancé The number of lifeboats The gun Jack: “You jump, I jump.” Jack: “You’ll die warm in your bed.” This foreshadowing comes late. The whistle. This is also introduced appropriately late, and its payoff is powerful. A more sophisticated use of foreshadowing can be found in Slumdog
Millionaire. Early in this tale of two brothers, young Jamal is willing to jump into a pool of excrement to get what he wants—the autograph of movie star Amitabh Bachchan. This is really a microcosm of the entire story. Jamal is willing to go through crap for his love, Latika. Just as his brother, Salim, steals Jamal’s autograph of Amitabh, he later steals
Latika. But Salim has a good side: He saves his brother from blindness and slavery, and at the end he frees Latika from slavery. Early in the script, a teacher asks the boys who the third musketeer is in the novel The Three Musketeers. Jamal doesn’t know. Later, after they are orphaned, they see little Latika standing in the rain. Jamal tells his brother,
“She could be the third musketeer.” At the end of the screenplay, Jamal is asked by Prem, the game show host, “Who is the third musketeer?” Jamal is allowed to place a call to his brother, but it is Latika who picks up the cell phone. Well, she is the third musketeer. This kind of inventive foreshadowing creates a sense of unity in a story, even when
the audience may not be consciously aware of the foreshadowing and payoff. It also becomes a tool of economy, providing more than one use for an object, story element, character, or line of dialogue. A word of caution on the first act taken as a whole: Don’t provide too much background information or exposition at once. Only give the audience what
they need to understand the story and its special world without confusing them. We’ll discuss exposition at length in the dialogue chapter. UP AND AWAY WITH MY BEAUTIFUL BALLOONS In terms of setting up a story or situation, it will be hard to find a better example than the opening sequence of Up, the marriage montage in particular, which I
suspect will soon be declared a classic. (Actually, in the screenplay, it’s a series of short scenes presented in the film as a montage.) As children, both Carl and Ellie are inspired by Professor Charles Muntz (who later, with his dogs, becomes an opposition character). However, it’'s Muntz’s “Adventure is out there” attitude that brings the two kids
together. As they become acquainted we see the following visual moments (among others): ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ Ellie’s house (which will become their house and a symbol of Ellie) The grape soda pin—“You’re in the club now” Ellie sends a balloon trailing a note through Carl’s window Carl crosses his heart Ellie’s My Adventure Book, including additional blank
pages she’s saving Next is the marriage montage. It contains no dialogue; many small, touching moments; and the following visual elements: Handprints on the mailbox Carl sells balloons that lift his balloon cart (and will later lift his house) Ellie can’t have kids, so Carl shows her My Adventure Book Carl crosses his heart—he’ll take her on an
adventure They save their money in a jar labeled “Paradise Falls” Later, Carl looks at his photo of Ellie as a child (he wants to take her to Paradise Falls, but now she is dying) ¢ Carl sends a balloon trailing a note through Ellie’s window e Ellie gives him her My Adventure Book as a farewell * ¢ « « ¢ « Not only is the audience hooked, but the story is
set up. Most everything that follows derives from the above. Ellie and the house that symbolizes her become the motivating force of what Carl does thereafter. We see all of the above visual elements repeated later in the movie, including the grape soda pin. Each “payoff” is touching, dramatic, funny, or some combination thereof. The above opening
sequence is a wonderful example of foreshadowing, but it additionally illustrates the importance of establishing emotional, motivational, and visual elements early. The screenplay as a whole is a lesson in economy. The writers use objects and characters (in this case, Muntz) more than once, which lends the story a sense of unity. This is cinema at its
best. THE MAGNIFICENT 7 PLOT POINTS Thus far, we have discussed the Catalyst, Big Event, and Crisis. There are four additional major turning points that you’ll want to apply, making seven major plot points in all. I call these The Magnificent 7 Plot Points. They are the Backstory, the Catalyst, the Big Event, the Midpoint (sometimes called the
Pinch), the Crisis, the Showdown (also called the Climax), and the Realization. The Backstory The Backstory is an event that generally occurs before the movie begins. It is usually some definitive past trauma that affects the character’s attitude and behavior throughout the movie. On occasion, writers present the Backstory as the first scene and then
cut to “years later” when the present-day story begins. Other times it is revealed through flashback. Most often, it emerges through dialogue. We’ll discuss this plot point in detail in the “Story layering, plot, and genre” chapter and the chapter “Ten Keys to Creating Captivating Characters.” The beginning (Act 1) of a screenplay ends with the Big
Event. The middle focuses primarily on the conflict and complications. The central character emerges from Act 1 with a desire to do something about the difficult situation created by the Big Event. Her action will likely fail, forcing her to take new actions. There will be many setbacks in Act 2, as well as some breakthroughs or temporary triumphs.
The long middle section (Act 2 of a three-act structure) usually focuses on a rising conflict (rising action). Your reader will lose interest in a conflict that is merely repetitive: for example, when the central character and opposition character fight, then fight again, then fight again, and so on. Strong subplots that crisscross with the main plot will help
you avoid repetitive conflict because they will create more complications that ratchet up the main conflict. Thus, the conflict builds or intensifies. The Midpoint At the Midpoint (or Pinch) of the story, about halfway through, another major event occurs. The central character often becomes fully committed. I sometimes think of it as the Point of No
Return. Gone with the Wind’s midpoint is when Scarlett O’Hara makes her famous vow before intermission: “I’ll never go hungry again.” The Midpoint can also be the moment when the motivation to achieve the goal becomes fully clear, or the stakes are raised. In Ghost, this is when Sam, as a ghost, learns that his best friend is the one who had him
killed. In Dave, the Midpoint is when Dave defies the chief of staff and acts as president. This is truly a point of no return for Dave, the point when he becomes fully committed. There is no turning back now! In Titanic, the Midpoint comes when Rose decides to jilt her fiancé and go with Jack. Once she makes this decision to leave her social world,
there is no turning back. She has reached the Point of No Return. Shortly after her decision, the ship strikes an iceberg. From the Midpoint on, the central character takes stronger actions, perhaps even desperate actions that threaten to compromise her values. One or more temporary triumphs by the central character arouse the opposition, who now
shows his true strength. There may be a major setback, followed often by a new revelation or inspiration. This is when Charlie Babbitt (in Rain Man) discovers that his brother Raymond is the Rain Man of his childhood, and that his dad protected Charlie as a baby by putting the Rain Man (Raymond) in an institution. Notice the rising action in the
second half of Gran Torino. After spending his birthday with his Hmong neighbors, Walt (Clint Eastwood) puts Tao (the boy who tried to steal his car) to work in his yard. Tao has gang problems, so Walt gets Tao a job. Smokie and the gang destroy Tao’s tools and burn his neck with a cigarette. Walt reacts by beating Smokie and telling him to lay off
Tao. The gang rapes Sue and shoots up Tao’s house. That’s the Crisis. As a story’s conflict intensifies, its pace quickens until the worst thing that could happen happens. This is the Crisis, the point when all seems lost, or when the central character faces a crucial decision. The worst thing that could happen to Indiana Jones is to be locked in a tomb
with thousands of snakes while his enemies get away with the world’s most important artifact. What’s the worst thing that could happen to your character?” The Showdown As you know, the Climax or Showdown follows on the heels of the Crisis. Often, someone or something spurs the character on to the Showdown. The goal is on the line, including
the theme or movie message (discussed later) and/or some important value. In Independence Day, the crisis is very dark, but a new revelation provides a glimmer of hope that moves our heroes to take one last gamble. Basic American values and global unity are at stake. The same is true in Gravity. At the Crisis point when Stone (Sandra Bullock)
turns off her oxygen so that she can die, she sees Kowalski who scolds her for giving up. When she realizes that Kowalski’s appearance was not real, she vows to fight on. There’s something you should know about your movie’s end: It’s not mandatory to have car chases and explosions in it. In Moonstruck, everyone simply gathers around the breakfast
table. It’s the big scene at the end—the biggest scene in the movie. It’s the point when everything comes together. It’s the Showdown, which is even bigger than the Big Event. Although Hollywood loves a happy ending, some of the most effective and affecting stories are bittersweet or end in some sadness: e.g., Cast Away, My Best Friend’s Wedding,
Up in the Air, Philadelphia, Gone with the Wind, The Social Network, Sling Blade, and Casablanca. Avoid the deus ex machina ending (literally, “the god from the machine”). In ancient Greece, at the end of a play, the gods would enter in some sort of a contraption and solve all the mortals’ problems. Easy solutions are not dramatic; better that your
central character do his own rescuing in the end. An exception to that “rule” is apparent in the movie Captain Phillips. In the end, Captain Phillips does not save himself, but is rescued by secondary characters (the SEALs). How does the writer compensate for this? First, this is apparently a true story, and that is one reason we “accept” the ending.
Secondly, the pirates (the teen pirate in particular) elicit some sympathy or interest as desperately poor pawns of a warlord. Thirdly, the resolution is not easy, but is dramatic with plenty of conflict. The most important reason the ending works is the high level of emotional involvement we have with the captain, including the story’s denouement of his
being treated for shock. It’s not that the captain is inactive in the third act. He isn’t. One of my favorite moments is the captain’s desperate search for a pen and paper. At first, we don’t know what he is up to plus we worry that he might get caught, so suspense is created in two ways. We finally realize that he simply wants to write a last note to his
family; he thinks he’s going to die. A lesser writer might have handled this with an overwrought line of dialogue: “I'm gonna die here, and I wanna to tell my wife that I love her!” You can see in this instance how much better show is than tell. I further suggest that you don’t end your screenplay by essentially saying, “It didn’t really happen.” That type
of ending seldom works dramatically. Bring closure to your story’s end; don’t leave its ending open or ambiguous. I realize there are exceptions to these guidelines. After all, the events in the magical land of Oz were part of a dream and the animals in Life of Pi were just representations of people—and I love those movies. And apparently, everything in
The Usual Suspects except the heist itself was made up by Verbal under interrogation. Does the unclear conclusion of Hitchcock’s The Birds work for you? How about the ambiguous ending of All Is Lost—does it frustrate you or lead you to some kind of statement (or theme) about life and death? In any case, I suggest you don’t take these types of
artistic risks in your first script; but of course, that’s totally up to you. The Realization During or just after a screenplay’s climactic scene or sequence of scenes, the central character realizes something new about herself, or we’re shown some visible or spoken evidence of her growth. The central character has emerged from a crucible, has shown
great courage—physical, emotional, and/or moral—and now the final result must be revealed to the audience and understood by the central character. This is a story’s moment of realization. In Ghost, Sam’s growth is demonstrated at the end when he’s finally able to say “I love you” to Molly, instead of “Ditto.” Sam grows in another way—from mortal
to guardian angel to heavenly being. Beginning, middle, end. In A Christmas Carol, Scrooge needs the Christmas spirit. His attitude toward Christmas is neatly summed up in two words of dialogue: “Bah, humbug.” The story is about transforming his attitude. In the end, the change in Scrooge is revealed through his charitable actions and words. In
City Slickers, after Mitch Robbins (Billy Crystal) battles the river, he declares, “I know the meaning of life. It’s my family.” William James, in The Hurt Locker, comes to realize his one true love as he’s talking to his baby about all the things his baby loves. “That bobba is one day just going to look like an ordinary plastic bottle to you. And the older you
get, the more this happens and the fewer things you love. And by the time you get to be my age, sometimes you only love one or two things.” And then he pauses and adds, “With me, I think it’s one.” The next shot reveals he has returned to the war. Neo in The Matrix realizes that he can view the matrix as software code. Thus, he is able to destroy the
antivirus code (Agent Smith). In this case, the realization is what gives the central character the ability to defeat the opposition. Jerry Maguire brings many elements together in the Realization. At Rod’s interview after the game and on television later, he expresses gratitude to Jerry. It’s then that Jerry realizes he has achieved his mission statement
about integrity and providing personal attention. This realization is never directly stated, but the audience recognizes it when Rod thanks Jerry in the interviews. The audience also realizes that Jerry has succeeded with his outside goal when the terms of Rod’s new contract are announced in the interview. Finally, during all this, Troy Aikman,
quarterback for the Dallas Cowboys, mentions to Jerry that he likes his “memo,” referring to the mission statement. Is Troy going to let Jerry represent him now? Looks like it to me. In Mr. Holland’s Opus, Mr. Holland (Richard Dreyfuss) is rewarded for his years of dedication to teaching when all of his students return and play his composition for him.
He realizes that he has touched all of these students. In Groundhog Day, Phil Connors (Bill Murray) goes through the five stages of grief—denial, anger, bargaining, depression (the Crisis), and acceptance—and then is presented to us at the town dance and bachelor auction. The town likes him, Rita likes him, and (at long last) he likes himself. In the
beginning of Falling Down, we identify with William Foster (Michael Douglas) but soon lose affection for him as he declines. Detective Martin Prendergast (Robert Duvall), however, grows. So our affections shift to him. At the end, these two characters square off, both realizing what they’ve become. Prendergast has become a good cop and a man.
Foster has a different realization. He says, “You mean I'm the bad guy?” Sometimes, the Realization can be thought of as a “resurrection” of the hero. Oskar Schindler is presented with a ring at the end of Schindler’s List. He realizes the good he’s done (though he regrets not doing more) and that maybe he is a good man after all. He has grown from
sinner to saint. In A Beautiful Mind, the hero not only is recognized by his colleagues in a “presentation of the pens,” but is awarded the Nobel Prize. The realization of growth can be negative. At the end of The Godfather, Michael is able to lie to his wife while a patron kisses his ring. We realize that he truly is the Godfather. The overall realization for
you as a writer is this: All of these examples provide an emotional pay-off to the reader of your script and to your audience. ¢+ Finally, we have the Denouement, which is not a plot point, but is the final brief section after the Showdown where all the loose ends are tied together and any remaining subplots are resolved. Usually, the Realization is
part of the Denouement. In Back to the Future, we see how Marty’s family turns out, and the professor returns from the future with a stunning new outfit. In summary, the Magnificent 7 Plot Points are: 1. The Backstory usually happens before the story begins. It motivates or haunts the central character. 2. The Catalyst kicks things off. It’s part of
your story’s setup. 3. The Big Event changes your character’s life. We move to Act 2. 4. The Midpoint is a major moment in your story’s middle; it’s often a point of no return or moment of deep motivation for your central character. 5. The Crisis is the low point, or a moment that forces a decision that leads to your story’s end. We move to Act 3 (the
end). 6. The Showdown or Climax is the final face-off between your central character and the opposition. 7. The Realization occurs when your character and/or the audience sees that the character has changed. The Realization is usually part of the denouement. Note: For a summary review of the function of each of these key turning points, see “Step
3— Develop your core story” in Book II. FORMULAIC WRITING There is a moment in Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl when Elizabeth, aboard the Black Pearl, demands that Barbossa return her to shore. She then cites the pirate code, the “rules of the Order of the Brethren.” Barbossa responds, in part: “ . . . the code is more
what you’d call guidelines than actual rules.” The same holds for this book; I present guidelines rather than rules. Please don’t internalize the above guidelines as a formula. This book is not intended as a write-bythe-numbers text. It is your handy guide for a successful writing journey. In reality, you can do anything you want . . . as long as it works.
Almost every guru and teacher has his or her model or paradigm for structuring and outlining a screenplay. Among them are the following (in no particular order): Michael Hauge’s “Six Stage Plot Structure,” Robert McKee’s “The Quest,” Linda Seger’s “Story Spine,” John Truby’s “Twenty-Two Building Blocks,” Syd Field’s “Paradigm,” Blake Snyder’s



“Beat Sheet,” Christopher Vogler’s “The Hero’s Journey,” and my own “Magnificent 7 Plot Points.” All of the “great eight” paradigms named above are loosely compatible and present different ways to look at the same thing—basic story structure. They are provided by master teachers and are all worthwhile . . . as guidelines, but not as jackhammered-
into-granite rules. Precisely imitating someone’s surefire model without a strong application of creativity may result in a formulaic screenplay. And you can name a few classic and successful movies that do not exactly follow anyone’s paradigm. Movies such as Shrek, Napoleon Dynamite, Gravity, Being John Malkovich, Spy Kids, Sleepless in Seattle,
and O Brother, Where Art Thou? are fun to watch partly because they are so fresh and original. They use classic dramatic structure in inventive ways, in a few cases bending the framework. In the case of Joseph Stefano’s Psycho (directed by Alfred Hitchcock), the framework is broken when the protagonist is killed before we are halfway into the
movie. The tactic shocks the audience so forcefully that a tremendous amount of suspense is created, enough to carry us through the second act. Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction tells two stories. One is about how Jules (Samuel Jackson) comes to believe that God has a mission for him. At the Showdown, he doesn’t shoot the robber because he’s going
through a “transitional period.” In the other story, Butch (Bruce Willis) refuses to throw a prizefight and comes to terms with his boss while escaping with his life. Each of the two stories has a beginning, a middle, and an end, but the events are not presented in exact chronological order. I wouldn’t try something as tricky as this for my first script, but
it illustrates an unorthodox and effective use of dramatic principles. Perhaps the most traditional and rigid of paradigms is the love story or rom-com (romantic comedy) basic structural model. The two lovers generally meet at the Catalyst and are thrown together by the Big Event. But the Backstory gives rise to a flaw which interferes with love. Even
so, they fall in love at the Midpoint (or at least one does), and are separated at the Crisis. In the Showdown, one or both overcomes the flaw and they come together. In the end, the Realization comes that they will live happily ever after. Please note the creative use of the “Magnificent 7 Plot Points” in Sleepless in Seattle, where Annie (Meg Ryan)
“meets” Sam (Tom Hanks) via a radio program, and by the Midpoint the two are interested in each other—all without either saying a complete sentence to the other. The classic Crisis separation is manifested by the great gulf between the Empire State Building and the Rainbow Room, where Annie dines with her fiancé. Whom will Annie choose, a
guy she has not spoken two words to or her sweet-as-sugar fiancé? Annie makes the Crisis decision by racing to the Empire State Building where she finally connects with Sam. This can be seen as the Showdown or Climax, and it’s without an opposition character or antagonist. In fact, much of the interpersonal conflict in Sleepless is provided by
Sam’s son, Jonah, plus there is a lot of inner conflict, some of it motivated by Sam’s backstory—his wife’s death. Thank you, Nora Ephron, David Ward, and Jeff Arch for your inventive approach. A Beautiful Mind is an episodic story that deals with a man’s entire adult life. As with Pulp Fiction or Sliding Doors, the story doesn’t precisely follow anyone’s
paradigm. At a key point during the second act, John Nash faces a crisis decision: He must choose between his wife Alicia and his imaginary life. It is here he realizes that his imaginary friends do not age; he now believes he has found the key to solving his schizophrenia problem. This leads to the main Crisis that determines his fate. Instead of placing
that main Crisis in the hands of the central character, as I would normally recommend, it’s Alicia who must make the key decision to sign (or not sign) the commitment papers. This is followed by a longer-than-normal final act. I have no quibbles with any choices made because they worked wonderfully! It’s a beautiful and dramatic film. Dramatic
structure is at once firm and flexible. There are many ways to tell a story. In fact, I maintain that structure is not the same things as formula. Your basic structure may change or evolve as you write, so be open to new, creative insights. As Paul Haggis, who wrote Crash, put it, “Subvert people’s expectations.” Avoid clichés of structure, character, and
dialogue. Every story has its own structure, its own life, its own way of unfolding. Let your story and its characters use you, the writer, to express itself and themselves. The lowdown on high concept A TITILLATING TITLE In the marketplace, a screenplay or teleplay will benefit from an attractive title. Of course, from the very beginning you’ll want a
working title to inspire you. The title you choose for your completed work should be short enough to fit on the marquee. Ideally, it conveys something about the concept (Cast Away), character (Mall Cop), genre (Star Wars), event (Date Night), theme (To Kill a Mockingbird), location (Monsters University), or main action of the story (Finding Nemo).
Like the headline in an ad, the title must stop the reader and pull him into the story. Spy Kids has a direct appeal to its primary audience. The premise is clearly implied: What if James Bond were a kid? Scream is almost as good as Psycho as a title for a horror movie, and Toy Story I, II, and III identify its market as well as the story concept. Die Hard
and Dirty Dancing were considered “million-dollar titles” at the time of their conception because they were so provocative. Super Size Me was enough to grab my attention. That expression is well known by most people. The title The Sixth Sense clearly communicates the genre and main idea of the story. Although a little long, Honey, I Shrunk the
Kids is a superb title. It effectively conveys the idea of a fun sci-fi family comedy. An example of an ineffective title might be Raiders of the Lost Ark. I heard Sydney Ganis, the marketer of this project, explain how much he worried about this title. Is this the football Raiders? Is this Noah’s ark? How is this title going to fit on the marquee? Not to worry.
The movie had good word-of-mouth and a heck of an advertising budget, so it didn’t matter. The same is true for Argo; that title only makes sense after one has read the script. Nevertheless, in almost every case, an effective title can make an important first impression for your script, especially if it hints of a high concept. IT’S GOTTA BE BIG Jeffrey
Katzenberg, in his now-famous and still relevant internal memo to Disney executives (published in Variety, January 31, 1991), preached the following: In the dizzying world of moviemaking, we must not be distracted from one fundamental concept: the idea is king. If a movie begins with a great, original idea, chances are good it will be successful,
even if it is executed only marginally well. However, if a film begins with a flawed idea, it will almost certainly fail, even if it is made with “A” talent and marketed to the hilt. According to Robert Kosberg, “Screenwriters usually focus on the craft of screen-writing . . . plot, developing characters, but these all fall aside if the initial concept is not clear.
Find great ideas. Keep asking yourself, Do you have a good idea here?” These quotes should not surprise you when you consider that producers, distributors, and exhibitors need a simple, easy way to sell the movie to their audiences. The concept sits at the core of every pitch, regardless of who is pitching to whom. So let’s discuss what makes a good
concept. Here are a few clues I've gleaned from Hollywood pros: ¢ ¢ ¢  « » » « « Easily understood by an eighth-grader Can be encapsulated in a sentence or two with a clear, visible goal for the hero Provocative and big Character plus conflict plus a hook (the hook is often the Big Event) Sounds like an “event” movie with sequel potential Has legs—it
can stand on its own without stars Will attract a big star A fresh and highly marketable idea Unique but with familiar elements May I summarize all of that? When I hear a good concept, I immediately see a movie that I can sell. Does your concept say, “This is a movie!”? I realize there is an element of subjectivity here, but that should come as no
surprise. And as we will discuss later, most script deals are development deals in which your ability to execute an idea into a great script is paramount. Even so, look for great ideas. There is an implied structure in strong concepts. For example, here’s the concept of Homeboy, a spec script that Fox Family Films paid $500,000 for: Two black brothers
are out to adopt a younger brother to mold into an NBA player and get rich. They find only a white country bumpkin, then bring him to their neighborhood to make him a star. You can almost see the beginning, the middle, and the end. You see the conflict. You see the fun. It’s a subjective evaluation to be sure, but that’s a good movie concept. Concept
comes in many forms. For example, it can be presented as a premise question: What if Peter Pan grew up? (Hook) What if the devil had a son? (Rosemary’s Baby) What if superheroes were forced out of action due to lawsuits? (The Incredibles) The concept can be expressed as a logline. The logline is a one-sentence summary of the story or story
concept. Terrorists hijack Air Force One. (Air Force One) Have you noticed that the logline, hook, or concept statement often centers around the Big Event, the first major turning point in the screenplay. In the case of Air Force One, the hijacking is the Big Event. Here’s the logline for Chain Letter, a spec script sold to Touchstone for around a quarter
of a million dollars: A legal secretary, after being fired and getting dumped by her boyfriend, receives a chain letter, then sends it to the people who wronged her, only to find them dead the next morning. You know it’s a movie. It grabs you—hook, logline, and sinker. Most importantly, you (as a producer) know just how to sell it to the public. And
that’s the key. You know you can sell it to your particular market. You see the theater ad in the paper. You see the DVD jacket. In this case, a movie with that title was made years later with the following updated logline: A maniac murders teens when they refuse to forward chain mail. The following logline became The Kid: A 10-year-old boy time-
travels 30 years into the future to save the overly serious man he will become. The concept is always a hook, which is any brief statement, premise, or logline that hooks someone into the story. What’s the worst thing that could happen to a babysitter? Lose the kids. (Adventures in Babysitting) Top Gun in a firehouse. (Backdraft) A man dies and
becomes his wife’s guardian angel. (Ghost) Your girlfriend is able to have all memory of you blotted from her mind. What do you do? (Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind) These are very briefly presented concepts, but they grab your attention enough to make you want to get to the substance behind them. Considering the large number of teenagers
who go to movies, here’s a strong concept: A teenage computer hacker breaks into the Pentagon computer system. In the end, he prevents World War III. (War Games) Or how about this one: A spoiled teenager realizes too late that she has wrecked everyone’s life and jumps off a cliff. (I'm sorry, but I couldn’t resist sharing my wife’s reaction to
Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon.) The concept statement is important for another reason. It’s what you lead with when you pitch your script or write a pitch letter. We’ll cover all of that in Book V. What’s important now is this: The concept is what hooks—or fails to hook—the agent or producer. It’s also important that you understand what your story
is at its core. Some of the best concepts present something extraordinary happening to someone who is ordinary— someone just like us. That something extraordinary is often—you guessed it—the Big Event. A radio talk-show host is out to redeem himself after his comments trigger a psychopath’s murderous act. This is the intelligent, character-
focused The Fisher King. The fish-out-of-water concept is always popular—a character is thrown into a whole new situation or lifestyle, as in Beverly Hills Cop. Splash, for example, is almost literally about a “fish” (mermaid) out of water. As I mentioned earlier, successful concepts often combine something familiar with something original. The
following concept helped sell The Rottens for $150,000 to Avnet-Kerner. When the most rotten family moves into a small town and wreaks havoc, the family’s youngest son starts to break his parents’ hearts when he realizes that he wants to live a life of goodness and virtue. Instead of the familiar black sheep of the family, we have the white sheep of
the family. It’s a twist on an old idea. Speaking of a twist on an old idea, a high school version of My Fair Lady sold for low six figures. It was produced as She’s All That. Can you see why this next concept sold? A teenager is mistakenly sent into the past, where he must make sure his mother and father meet and fall in love; then he has to get back to
the future. It presents a clear beginning, middle, and end. It’s about a character with a problem. Keep in mind that most scripts sold are not produced. In fact, only about one in 10 of the scripts purchased and developed are ever produced. Even million-dollar scripts are sometimes not made: e.g., Jackson (sold for $2.5 million, and written by Brandon
Camp and Mike Thompson) and The Cheese Stands Alone (which made Kathy McWorter the first woman to be paid a million dollars or more for a screenplay). But the money still changes hands. Of course, not all production companies are looking for high-stakes action. You would not pitch the concept “Die Hard in a mall” to a producer of art films.
But regardless of the company, they all are looking for an angle they can use to sell the kind of movie they want to produce. One of the many pluses of having a powerful concept is that the execution of the concept into a screenplay does not have to be superior. In other words, the higher your concept, the more forgiving producers will be with your
script. Of course, you don’t want it to be rewritten by another writer, so make that script the best it can be. But what if you’re writing a sweet little character-driven story with no car chases and bombs? Don’t despair! Look Who’s Talking is just a simple love story, but the premise is, What if babies could talk? And that’s intriguing. Also, many of the
loglines, hooks, and concept statements in this section are for character-driven stories. Also, keep in mind that stories are about characters with problems. For example: A starving sexist actor masquerades as a woman to get a role in a soap opera. As you can see, high concept does not necessarily mean high adventure. Tootsie is neither, but the
concept is strong, and the character growth arc is implied. The same is true for Philadelphia. Here’s the IMDb tagline: No one would take on this case . . . until one man was willing to take on the system. It’s great for the one-sheet (movie poster), but I think it’s a bit vague for a pitch. I suggest something like this: A black attorney prejudiced against
gays gets one as a client who himself is the victim of prejudice. Do you see the unique character hook in that pitch? There are two reasons you should clearly understand your core story concept. First, you need to know what your story is about, what makes it special or unique. Second, someday you’ll pitch that story. A student asked me in class about
A Beautiful Mind, saying it’s not a high concept movie. My response was, “You have to find that concept or hook in your own work. After all, many (if not most) of the great movies of all time are character-driven. In this case, I might opt for something like this: What if you learned that your friends and work only existed in your imagination?” Stories
that are offbeat or provocative stand a chance of being purchased if they’'re easily visualized and encapsulated in a few words. Regardless of how mainstream or non-mainstream your story is, ask yourself these questions as you begin the writing process: What is at the core of my story? What makes my story stand out? What is the concept that will
help the people understand what it’s about? Keep in mind that there are numerous markets for screenplays besides the big-budget Hollywood scene. We’ll get into that in Book V. Also, the above section is written more from a marketing viewpoint than an artistic viewpoint. That’s because I suspect you eventually want to sell your script
ADAPTATIONS Don’t adapt it until you own it. This is one of my few carved-in-stone rules. Don’t adapt a novel or stage play unless you control the rights to the property. We’ll discuss the acquisition of rights to true stories, books, and plays in Book V. There are three basic steps to writing an adaptation: 1. Read the novel or play for an understanding
of the essential story, the relationships, the goal, the need, the primary conflict, and the subtext. 2. Identify the five to 10 best scenes. These are the basis for your script. 3. Write an original script. Adaptations are not as easy as that, of course; they’re difficult assignments. In fact, Linda Seger has written an entire book on the subject. A script cannot
hope to cover all the internal conflict that the novel does, nor can it include all the subplots that a long novel can. Novels often emphasize theme and character. They are often reflective, but movies move. These are all reasons why novel lovers often hate movie versions. But Hollywood thrives on adaptations. When you adapt, you must decide how
faithful you want to be to the original book. Some adaptations reinvent the story. For example, Apocalypse Now is adapted from Heart of Darkness, which is set in a different continent and in a different century. Jurassic Park is a novel that was adapted for the screen. The book’s central character is the billionaire, with the mathematician as the
opposition character. The book is science-driven, an intellectual experience as much as an emotional experience. Spielberg saw the high concept: What if you could make dinosaurs from old DNA? It’s interesting to note the changes that transformed this book into a movie. First, the central character becomes the paleontologist. This provides a more
youthful hero. Our paleontologist is given a flaw he didn’t have in the book—he doesn’t like children. He grows to like them by striving for his goal. There is no love interest in the book, but Dr. Ellie Sattler (Laura Dern) fills that role in the movie. Although the character development in the movie is thin, the above changes make for a more visual and
emotionally accessible film. The focus of the movie, of course, is on the dinosaurs, the T-Rex in particular. Hey, movies are visual. My favorite scene in the book—the moment at the end when the paleontologist realizes that the velociraptors want to migrate—is simply not visual enough or emotional enough for the movie; plus, it doesn’t have a strong
bearing on the main action plot. I think the right choices were made. Story-layering, plot, and genre Now that we have a basic understanding of how a story works, let’s expand on that and deepen the story. GOALS AND NEEDS In virtually every story, the central character has a conscious goal. The goal, as defined here, is whatever your central
character outwardly strives for. Of course, opposition makes it almost impossible to reach the goal. That opposition usually comes in the form of a person who either has the same goal or who, in some other way, opposes your central character’s goal. Beneath it all lies a (usually) unconscious or subconscious need. The need, as defined here, has to do
with self-image, or finding love, or living a better life—whatever the character needs to be truly happy or fulfilled. This yearning sometimes runs counter to the goal and sometimes supports or motivates it. The Crisis often brings the need into full consciousness. Usually the need is blocked from within by a character flaw. This flaw serves as the inner
opposition to the inner need. This character flaw is obvious to the audience, because we see the character hurting people, including himself. The flaw is almost always a form of selfishness, pride, or greed. Where does the flaw come from? Usually from the character’s past. Something happened before the movie began (or sometimes in the first scene)
that deeply hurt the character. That Backstory haunts the character enough that he acts in inappropriate or hurtful ways. In other words, the character is wounded in the Backstory and carries the wound or the wound’s scar until he is finally healed in the end. Let’s see what we can learn about goals and needs from Twins. Vincent Benedict (Danny
DeVito) is the central character. His conscious, measurable goal is $5 million. There is a strong outward opposition to this goal—a really bad guy wants the money as well. Vincent also has a need of which he himself is unaware. He needs the love of a family. Blocking him is his own greed and selfishness—he’s out for himself. This is the character flaw,
and it is motivated by his Backstory. His mother abandoned him, and he learned early that all people are out to get him, so he’d better get them first. Vincent can never have what he truly needs until he gives up his selfish and self-pitying point of view. This is a neat little story because the goal and the need happen to oppose each other at the Crisis.
Vincent must choose between the two. He can escape with the money (his goal), but someone holds a gun on his brother (his need). What will Vincent decide? At this crisis moment, he finds himself unable to leave his brother. Why? In a later scene, we learn that he really cared but didn’t fully realize it until the Crisis. That’s why he turned around and
willingly gave up the money to save his brother’s life. Vincent reformed. He gave up something he wanted for the sake of his brother. Fortunately, in the end, he gets both a family and the money. And his wound is healed. The writer gives the audience what they want, but not in the way they expect it. Don’t you love those Hollywood endings? TWO
STORIES IN ONE Screenplays often tell two main stories. The Outside/Action Story is driven by the goal. It is sometimes referred to as the spine or the external journey. The Inside/Emotional Story or Relationship Story usually derives from a relationship and is generally driven by the need. It is sometimes referred to as the heart of the story or the
emotional through-line or the internal journey. To find the Inside/Emotional Story, look in the direction of the key relationship in the story and/or the character’s growth arc. Sometimes there is no inside story, no backstory, no flaw, and no need, as in many thrillers, action/adventures, and horror movies. In most James Bond films, 007 has no flaw or
need, only a goal and an urge. Each story—the Outside/Action Story and the Inside/Emotional Story—has its own turning points and structure. One is the main plot, the other a subplot. Hopefully, the two stories are intertwined synergistically. Again, Twins serves as a good example. The Outside/Action story is driven by the $5 million goal, and the
Inside/Emotional Story is driven by his need for a family. The action is what keeps us interested, but the emotion is what touches us. Although there are exceptions, the Inside/Emotional Story is what the movie is really about. The movie is really about a relationship. The action plot in The King’s Speech is focused on overcoming stammering, while the
relationship plot involves the relationship between Bertie and his therapist. When Bertie was a small child, he was teased by his brother and denied food by his nanny; this is the Backstory. This wound expresses itself in the form of stammering. The stammering is a physical flaw with moral consequences: A voiceless king cannot adequately serve his
people in their time of need. The crisis comes when Bertie learns his therapist has no credentials. He feels betrayed. This event forces the crisis decision to retain the therapist or not. This happens to be the crisis for both the action and relationship stories. In the end, the wound is healed. Bertie becomes a good king and his therapist a trusted friend.
In Gone with the Wind, Scarlett has several goals. She wants to be seen by all the boys. She wants to get married. She wants never to eat radishes again. She wants to save Tara. And she wants Ashley, which is probably her main goal. Rather complex. It may even sound confusing until you realize that the story is really about what she needs—Rhett
Butler. Scarlett is outwardly striving for all the things just named, but she is not consciously after Rhett. Nevertheless, the movie belongs to Scarlett and Rhett. In Romancing the Stone, what is Joan Wilder (Kathleen Turner) outwardly striving for? She wants to find the stone so she can save her sister. Is this a clear and visual goal? Yes. Is she
consciously aware that this is what she’s after? Yes. Is her goal opposed by anyone? Yes. Zolo wants it, as do the kidnappers. And Jack Colton (Michael Douglas) wants the stone so he can buy a boat and sail around the world. What does Joan Wilder need? Romance. Is she striving for romance? No. She writes out her fantasies in her romance novels.
Her flaw is simple indifference—she won’t try. In this story, she gets what she needs by striving for the goal and overcoming her flaw. The stone is the external journey; the romance is the internal journey and character arc. In my script-consulting work, I receive many scripts that are completely missing a goal. To illustrate, let’s pretend I was a
consultant for Diane Thomas when she first started writing. She tells me she has a script about a woman who goes on vacation to South America and falls in love with an adventurer. Sounds interesting, but it’s not compelling enough. So I ask Diane about the goal. “Happiness is Joan’s goal,” she responds. “Happiness is not a goal. It’s too vague.”
“Well . . . romance is her goal. That’s it.” “That feels more like a need than a goal. It’s actually part of your Inside/Emotional Story. You need an action track for this inside story to roll on.” “Well, vacationing is her goal. She consciously wants to have a good vacation. She deserves it after all that writing.” Diane relaxes. It appears as though she has a
complete story now, but I disappoint her. “Technically, vacationing is a goal,” I say, “but it does not stir my heart, nor does it set up strong opportunities for conflict. Something specific has to happen.” “I know!” Diane states triumphantly. “What if her sister is kidnapped and she has to save her?” Now Diane has a strong Big Event and a story. This
problem is so common that I strongly urge you to stop and examine your story. Are you missing a specific goal and an action track for your wonderful inside story to roll on? Variations on the action and emotion tracks In Back to the Future, the outside story plot, as you would expect, is action-oriented. It is driven by Marty’s goal to get back to the
future. So far so good. The inside story plot, however, is driven not by a need, but by a second (relationship) goal: Marty wants to get his mom and dad back together again. This results in twin crises at the end of the story, side by side. First, can Marty get his parents to kiss before he disappears into oblivion? This is the Inside/Emotional Story built
around a relationship. Once it is resolved, Marty races from the dance to the Outside/Action Story: Can Marty, in the DeLorean, hit the wire at the same moment that lightning strikes the tower? Is there an inner need in this movie? Yes. Marty needs a better family, and that’s just what he gets in the end. In The Sixth Sense, two characters go through
a mutual healing. Dr. Malcolm Crowe wants to help Cole, but needs to communicate with his wife and accept his separation from her. His Backstory is the first scene of the film; he is shot by a former patient. His flaw is that, like other dead people in this film, he sees only what he wants to see. He achieves his goal of helping Cole and meets his need
by communicating with his wife and seeing the truth. Cole wants to stop being scared by dead people, but his need is to communicate with them and also with his mother. Cole’s flaw is that he won’t share his secret with his mother for fear she’ll think he’s a freak. In this case, his flaw is not motivated by a specific backstory. What’s interesting is that
Cole’s goal is achieved by satisfying the need. In other words, once he communicates with the ghosts, he’s no longer afraid of them. We’ll discuss this story in more depth in the chapter on “Theme.” Moonstruck: Loretta’s goal is to marry by the book. This relationship goal is represented by Danny. She was married once before and it was unlucky
because they didn’t do it “right,” so “this time, Danny, you’'ve got to have a ring and get on your knees and propose, and we’re going to a priest.” She’s doing this marriage by the book. Loretta needs to marry for love. This need is represented by Ronnie. This is not fully in her consciousness until she goes to the opera with Ronnie. Blocking her need is
her character flaw— she’s going to marry someone she doesn’t love. This character flaw is motivated by her Backstory of having an unlucky marriage. At the breakfast table scene in the end, she admits that the need is more important to her than the goal. In Spider-Man 2, the hero’s main goal is to defeat Otto. He has a goal/need to find his identity.
Underneath it all, there is a need for Mary Jane. His flaw is that he’s too passive with Mary Jane and won’t communicate with her because he wants to protect her. Home Alone’s Kevin strives to protect the house and himself from the Wet Bandits. That’s the main action plot. The emotional plot? He needs his family’s acceptance, his mother’s in
particular. Two flaws block him: One, he’s a brat; two, he is incompetent—he can’t even tie his shoelaces. These are subplots. The first flaw hooks the parents in the audience—he becomes a son who learns to appreciate his mother and family. The second flaw hooks the kids—he becomes competent when fighting the adult bandits. This is a coming-of-
age subplot. The mother’s goal is to get home. Her need and her flaw are similar to those of her son. In fact, they are mirrors of each other. Another subplot involves the man with the shovel who wants to become reconciled to his son. It’s not hard to see that the underlying theme of this flick is family reconciliation. My Best Friend’s Wedding: Julianne
wants to break up her best friend’s wedding, but needs to accept it and let life go on. Kramer vs. Kramer: The goal? Custody. The need? To be a loving father. In this screenplay, the goal and the need oppose each other, creating a crisis. Ted Kramer (Dustin Hoffman) loses custody in a court battle and wants to appeal. His attorney tells him, “It’ll cost
$15,000.” No problem. Ted wants to go ahead. “You’ll have to put Billy on the stand.” Well, to put Billy on the stand could deeply hurt him. Ted loves him too much. He chooses to give up custody rather than hurt the child. He overcomes his selfishness and abandons his goal for custody. There’s another way to look at this. Think of yourself as the next
great screenwriter creating this story from scratch. You know the story is going to be about Ted Kramer becoming a father, learning to love his son. So you, the writer, give Ted goals, behaviors, and desires that are flawed. You give him a main goal of gaining custody because you know it will eventually contrast with what he really needs, which is to
unselfishly love his son. So Ted’s goal in this story is flawed—seeking custody is not the best way to love his son or satisfy his inner drive to be a father. In the end, he becomes a father by giving up custody, by giving up the goal. In The Wizard of Oz, the main goal is Kansas; the need is to realize there’s no place like home. Pretty Woman: Two
prostitutes need love (Edward could be characterized as a business prostitute). Their behavior does not harmonize with their need. In the end, they give up their old ways and thus fill their needs. They grow. My favorite romantic comedy is Some Like It Hot. Joe (Tony Curtis), posing as a millionaire, uses Sugar Kane Kowalczyk (Marilyn Monroe). He’s
after her body, but he needs to love her in the full sense of the word. Sugar’s goal is to marry a millionaire. She chases after Joe because she thinks he is one. Her unconscious need, however, is to marry for love. The Crisis comes when Joe is forced by Spats Columbo, a gangster, to leave Sugar. At that point, Joe realizes he is actually in love with
Sugar. He realizes what a jerk he is and vows to get out of her life. He’ll do what’s best for her and leave without her. Sugar, however, realizes that he’s the one, even though he’s not really a millionaire. She chases after him. Together for the right reasons, they sail off into the sunset. In love stories (and even buddy movies such as Midnight Run), one
or both of the characters is usually willing to give up something in the end for the sake of the other. That something is often a goal related to their flaw. In Pretty Woman, Edward not only gives up his questionable business practices, but he also overcomes his fear of heights. Love stories are essentially about two people transforming each other and
learning to love each other. Pretty Woman is pretty good at doing just that. Jerry and Juno Jerry Maguire wants a big contract for his only client, Rod. In the process of working with Rod, he manages to accomplish his mission and even finds intimacy with his wife. Let’s take a closer look at this story, since it has not one but two flaws and two growth
arcs. (Naturally, the flaws are related.) Action Story Emotional (Relationship) Story Flaw Self-doubt. Can’t love and be intimate. Catalyst Client suffers in hospital. Meets woman who believes in him. Big Event Fired. Goes on a date. Midpoint Jerry accuses Rod of playing without heart; Rod accuses him of marrying without heart. Proposes marriage.
Crisis After refusing contract, Rod is apparently injured. Wife separates from Jerry because he doesn’t love her. Showdown Rod plays well, gets interviewed, and gets big contract. Jerry returns to his wife. Realization At the two interviews, Rod recognizes Jerry: Jerry has fulfilled his mission, no longer doubts himself. He wants to be with his wife. The
screenplay Juno focuses on relationships, so even the Action Story involves a close relationship between birth mother and adoptive mother. In fact, both storylines blend to show Juno coming of age to some degree. Juno is independent and intelligent, but somewhat immature and maybe a little too smart for her own good. The pregnancy (the Catalyst
and Big Event) is a bit overwhelming. In fact, she confesses to her Dad that “I have no idea what kind of girl I am.” The Action Story involves what to do about the pregnancy. She tries an abortion clinic, but decides on adoption. She chooses Vanessa Loring as the adoptive mother and shows her full commitment by bringing her ultrasound pictures.
But Mark seems a bit too friendly with Juno and Vanessa a bit too uptight. Is this going to fall apart? The Crisis is when Mark leaves Vanessa. What will Juno do? In the end, she gives Vanessa the baby. The note written on the back of a Jiffy Lube bill adds a nice touch. The Emotional Story is the love story, which is also kicked off by the pregnancy.
What is Juno going to do about the father? At the Midpoint, we see that both she and Bleeker miss each other, but their quarrel puts the relationship in question (Crisis). After a conversation with Dad in which he unintentionally helps her realize whom she loves, she initiates “making up” with an avalanche of orange Tic Tacs. She confesses her love on
the track field. In the process of the above, Juno becomes more mature, in contrast to Mark, who remains rather juvenile. As you can see, both the Action story and the Emotional story are relationship bound. THE STRUCTURE OF THREE MOVIE CLASSICS Star Wars, Episode IV, A New Hope Star Wars opens with a war amid the stars. We soon get a
sense of the parameters of that faraway galaxy. And it’s handled visually. Luke Skywalker is the central character. His Backstory is this: Luke’s father was once a Jedi knight who was killed by Darth Vader . . . or so he was told. Likewise, Obi-Wan, Darth Vader, Princess Leia, and Han Solo all have Backstories. Even though Star Wars is essentially a
cartoon on the screen, these Backstories give the film a richness it would not otherwise have. Luke Skywalker wants to become a pilot, but he’s stuck on the farm. It’s a problem he’s always had. Life is in balance. For Luke, the Catalyst happens when he tinkers with R2-D2 and accidentally triggers a holographic image of Princess Leia saying, “Help
me Obi-Wan, you’re my only hope.” Now Luke has a desire to help the beautiful Princess Leia. He begins a search for Obi-Wan. The Big Event is when Luke returns home and discovers that his aunt and uncle have been slaughtered. Now he joins with Obi-Wan to fight the empire. He enters a whole new world and is trained by Obi-Wan to join the fight
against the Empire. As you can see, the Big Event is bigger in Luke’s life than the Catalyst. The Catalyst upsets the normal equilibrium and gets the character moving. At the Midpoint, a tractor beam pulls him (and his friends) into the Death Star. This can be seen as the point of no return. There’s no going back to the farm now. The Crisis is the death
of Obi-wan. Without his mentor, all looks lost for Luke. This is particularly powerful because the key relationship is Luke and Obi-Wan—that’s the dominant emotional through line in this sci-fi action movie. There are others between Luke and Han Solo and Princess Leia. The Climax or Showdown is the battle that leads to the destruction of the Death
Star. At the end we enjoy an awards ceremony—this is the Realization or acknowledgment that Luke and Han have become heroes. Luke’s life is now at a new and higher level of equilibrium. Chinatown The Backstory in Chinatown is supremely important. You see, Jake Gittes used to work in Chinatown for the district attorney. While there, he tried to
keep someone from being hurt, and—in that effort— ended up making sure she was hurt. The wound has never healed. Now Jake is sensitive about being embarrassed or looking like a fool. The past hurts. As the movie opens, Jake now works as a detective who deals with extramarital affairs. A woman claiming that she is Mrs. Mulwray hires him to
spy on her husband. The Catalyst, right? Jake goes to work. He takes some photographs of Mrs. Mulwray’s husband with a girl. These are published in the local paper, and his job is done. He celebrates at a barber shop, where he hears a dirty joke. He’s feeling good. Cheerfully, he returns to his office and tells his operatives the joke, but they try to
stop him. He doesn’t see the beautiful high-class woman standing behind him. The tension increases as Jake tells his joke because we know he’s going to be embarrassed when he finally notices the woman. That’s the suspense. Jake delivers the punch line and turns. Surprise! The woman informs him that her name is Mrs. Mulwray and she certainly
didn’t hire him to spy on her husband. She says, “I see you like publicity, Mr. Gittes, well you’re going to get it.” Jake has big problems now. If this woman is the real Mrs. Mulwray, who was the first Mrs. Mulwray? Who set him up and why? And how is he going to save his reputation? We’re all set up for Act 2 where Jake gets on the case. The
Midpoint occurs after Mr. Mulwray’s body is found. The police question Mrs. Mulwray who is evasive and who gets Jake to cover for her. Now he’s fully involved with the case and with her. You could say, he has passed a point of no return. In fact, Jake is attracted to Mrs. Mulwray, who notices that he doesn’t like to talk about Chinatown. In the love
scene, he finally confesses this past event to her, how he tried to save a woman once and inadvertently made sure she got hurt. This painful confession not only foreshadows the resolution of the story, it reveals the Backstory. In a different scene, Mrs. Mulwray reveals the Backstory that haunts her—her daughter is also her sister. Later, Jake finds the
necessary clue that implicates Noah Cross (Mrs. Mulwray’s rich father) as the murderer, but Noah Cross takes Jake prisoner. That’s the Crisis. Cross drives Jake to Chinatown where Mrs. Mulwray is waiting. Thus, the action story (the case) and the emotional story (Jake and Mrs. Mulwray) come together. At the Climax, the result of Jake’s trying to
help Mrs. Mulwray results in her being killed. The Realization is summed up in one unforgettable line: “Forget it, Jake. It’s Chinatown.” Once again, Jake feels like a fool, and, in this case, his wound is deeper than ever. Meanwhile, back in Casablanca Casablanca is considered by many as the best movie ever made and the best screenplay ever written.
The Relationship Story is about Ilsa (Ingrid Bergman) and Rick (Humphrey Bogart). It’s the love story. And, in this movie, it’s the main plot. The Action Story is about how Ilsa and her husband Victor Laslow finally escape from Casablanca (with Rick’s aid) to help the Allies win World War II. It’s the main subplot. In this case, the action story is not
driven by Rick’s single-minded goal; he doesn’t have an action goal. Instead, Ilsa has the goal that drives the action story to get her husband out of Casablanca. I've never heard anyone complain that this story breaks one of the “rules.” Does Rick have a flaw? Yes, he is a bitter and cynical isolationist. “I stick my neck out for nobody.” How did he get
that way? His Backstory. He once loved Ilsa in Paris, but she left him, disappeared without a trace. Rick has been a “walking wounded” ever since. What is Rick’s unconscious inner need? To put aside his own bitter feelings and help Ilsa and Laslow escape. In other words, become a patriot. As the movie opens, the city of Casablanca is visually
portrayed as a huge prison, complete with searchlights and guards (the police) making sure no one escapes. That’s the opening image system. The place is corrupt and life is cheap. When Prefect of Police Louie can’t find a criminal, he simply “rounds up the usual suspects.” By the way, that line foreshadows a wonderful moment at the very end. Rick
runs a saloon and casino. Before we are 10 minutes into the movie, a man named Ugarte (played by Peter Lorre) asks Rick to hide two stolen Letters of Transit. Think of these as free passes out of prison. That event is the Catalyst. Later, Ilsa enters Rick’s place and recognizes the piano player. She says, “Play it, Sam.” Sam recognizes her and tells her
that she’s bad luck to Rick, but plays “As Time Goes By” anyway. Then Rick enters and tells Sam, “I thought I told you never to play that—” And then he sees Ilsa. Ouch, the wound! His angry look and the entire scene imply that there’s a lot of history between these two people. This is the Big Event. It’s so big that no one dares leave the movie theater
for popcorn again until the movie’s over. That night, Rick drinks . . . and recalls how Ilsa loved and left him in Paris. This is a flashback to the Backstory. Notice that the flashback is motivated—the audience is dying to find out what happened between these two. And the flashback ends with a mystery, moving the present day story forward. After the
flashback, in present time, Ilsa comes to Rick to tell him what happened in Paris, but he is so drunk and abusive, she leaves. The next day, Rick tries to make up, but Ilsa tells him she is married to famous Nazi-fighter Victor Lazlow, and she was married to him even in Paris. SLAP! This is the Midpoint for the Relationship Story. And it deepens Rick’s
bitterness. A moment later, Ilsa learns that Rick has two letters of transit. This is the Midpoint for the Action Story. Ilsa must get the letters of transit from Rick. It’s the only way she and her husband, Victor Laslow, can escape from the Nazis. One night, Rick returns to his room, and Ilsa is waiting for him. She pleads with him for the Letters of
Transit, but he will not give them to her. He’s getting even with her. Finally, she pulls a gun on him. He says, “Go ahead and shoot, you'll be doing me a favor.” But can Ilsa shoot him? She can’t, and her crisis passes; Rick realizes that she must still love him. They have their moment together. She says she can never leave him again. This is a
wonderful, romantic moment, and it doesn’t feel like the Crisis at all. But it is. Let’s see why. Ilsa says, “I don’t know what’s right any longer. You have to decide for both of us, for all of us.” Please allow me to translate this: “Rick, there are three key people in this movie and only two Letters of Transit. You have to decide who gets the Letters of
Transit. I am just the love interest. That’s why I don’t know what’s right any longer. But you are the central character and the person who has to be the most active character in the final act. Therefore, you must make the crisis decision as to who leaves Casablanca for both of us, for all of us.” Rick says, “All right, I will.” So this romantic moment
forces Rick to make the Crisis decision. But we don’t know for sure what that decision is. That creates suspense. At the airport, we have the Showdown. Rick shoots the Nazi major and makes sure that Ilsa and her husband escape. As the police arrive, Rick expects to be arrested by Louie, but Louie is inspired by Rick. Louie says to the police, “Major
Strasser has been shot.” Then he exchanges glances with Rick. Will he arrest Rick? He says, “Round up the usual suspects.” That pays off the earlier foreshadowing. A moment later, Louie observes, “Well, Rick, you’'re not only a sentimentalist, you've become a patriot.” This is the moment of Realization. Rick has reformed, overcome his flaw. He’s no
longer an isolationist. He sacrifices what he loves most (Ilsa) and gets involved in the fight. In other words, he sacrifices his flaw for two things: a higher value and Ilsa (the relationship)—“We’ll always have Paris.” His wound is healed. The movie plays at another, more philosophical level. Rick is a symbol of America that does not want to get involved
in the war, but that makes the sacrifice and eventually does. YOU GOTTA HAVE HEART Relationships. We often look at movies in terms of individual characters, but the relationships those characters have with each other are vital. I think of the key relationship or dominant relationship as the heart of the story. We can certainly see that is the case
with Casablanca. The Usual Suspects is a wonderful script. In fact, the Writers Guild of America rated it the 35th-best screenplay ever. The movie is well acted and won awards. However, with all that movie had going for it, it made only $23 million domestic gross at the box office. Perhaps one reason is, it doesn’t have heart. The dominant relationship
is between Verbal and the Customs Agent, and there is not much going on in emotional terms. The movie is rather intellectual in that regard. It appeals to the mind, but not as much to the heart. King Kong, on the other hand, has a big heart (literally). Ann and Kong are the heart of the story, even though neither is the central character. We care about
both characters. I realize that special effects help this movie, but it’s the heart that makes both the original and the most recent King Kong films tick. I realize that commercial appeal does not necessarily equal artistic quality. That’s a separate issue. I'm only pointing out that screenplays with heart might have a better shot in the script marketplace
than those without it. World Trade Center did more than twice the business of United 93 (and both are based on the 9/11 tragedy), and Juno more than doubled the gross of No Country for Old Men. Obviously, there are many reasons for a film’s commercial success, and I understand that the comparisons above are unfair. But could at least one reason
that one film did better than another be that it had more heart? I think that even Ryan (Up in the Air) would agree that relationships are more important than he once thought. And it’s easy to see how the heart of A Beautiful Mind carries that story. The central character chooses a real life over an imaginary life because of the love of his wife. And I'm
sure Bertie and Lionel (from The King’s Speech) would say it’s all about the relationship. I notice in Little Miss Sunshine that the six main characters are paired. We actually have three couples: Frank and Dwayne, Grandpa and Olive, Richard and Cheryl. Do you think that helps move this story along? My suggestion for your consideration is this: Keep
in mind this idea of “heart” and relationships as you work through your Inside Emotional/Relationship Story. And in terms of character goals, desires, and needs, don’t just think in terms of what your character wants, but what she wants from others. It is just as important to develop a relationship as it is to develop a character. A relationship can have
an arc just like a character can. Up where we belong Consider the movie Up. It’s the relationship Carl once had with Ellie that motivates his actions. Early in the story we see how she inspires him, how their opposite traits become complementary. Visually, she is connected with the house and the things in it. The Action Story is driven by the goal to
take the house to Paradise Falls, while the relationship story (with both Ellie and Russell) is driven by the unconscious need to let go of the past, have a new adventure, and connect with people again. Carl wants to preserve the house, which represents his deceased wife, and take it to Paradise Falls. He’s single-minded about that. What he needs to do
is to let go of the past (but keep the memories) and begin a new adventure with someone else (another relationship), but he clings to the house. Throughout the movie, his companion, Russell, has been trying to help Kevin the exotic bird. The Crisis comes when Kevin is taken by Muntz (the old adventurer). So what does Carl do? He reaffirms his goal
of Paradise Falls, the place that he and his wife wanted to go to when they were children and during their marriage. Kevin is not his concern. And when he achieves his action goal of arriving at the Falls, he’s done . . . and a bit unfulfilled. He opens his wife’s adventure book and sees those additional pages that were once blank. They are now filled
with photos of their marriage. And then he sees her message to him for the first time: “Thanks for the adventure. Now go have a new one.” Inspired, he begins to throw furniture out of the house so that they can go save Kevin (his new action goal). He’s letting go of the past adventure and moving forward to a new adventure with Russell. Notice how
the relationship with Russell is developed. Carl first sees him as a nuisance, later as a helper to put up with, and finally as a surrogate grandson. PLOT Up until now, we’ve discussed the Outside/Action Plot and the Inside/Emotional Plot. Plot is the structure of action and emotion. The verb to plot is a creative process that uses character development
and story structure. When all the plotting is over, you end up with the main plot and several subplots. Plot comprises the important events in a character’s story. The words plot, structure, and story are often used interchangeably. Plot grows from character because everything starts with a character that has a goal. Since the goal is opposed, the
character takes action. The resulting conflict culminates in a crisis. Will she win? Will he lose? Will he grow? Will she decline? The answer to those questions determines the kind of story—the kind of plot—you’re writing. There are basically two kinds of stories: plot-driven stories (which I prefer to call goal-driven stories) and character-driven stories.
In goal-driven stories, the focus is primarily on the character’s goal and the action—the spine of the story. In character-driven stories, the focus is primarily on character dynamics, a need, and a key relationship—the heart of the story. First, let’s look at some examples of goal-driven stories. The character wins In this plot model, the character strives
for a goal and wins. Very simple and very common. Examples include Monsters University, Argo, Slumdog Millionaire, Shrek, Independence Day, Rocky (Rocky achieves his goal of going the distance), Die Hard, Avatar, 42, The Fugitive, Men in Black, The Silence of the Lambs, Rudy, National Treasure, and The Karate Kid. In Saving Private Ryan,
Captain Miller achieves his goal, even though he dies. Napoleon Dynamite not only succeeds as a campaign manager, but he gets the girl, too. The character loses With this plot, a moral victory of some kind often results despite the failure of a very sympathetic character. Spartacus fails to achieve his goal for the slaves and is crucified, but he sees his
wife and child escape to freedom. Thelma & Louise never get to Mexico, but in the attempt they achieve a certain freedom. In O Brother, Where Art Thou? Everett (George Clooney) never gets his wife back, and there’s not much of a moral victory either, except that he has a job with the governor, and that ain’t bad in Depression-era Mississippi. Other
examples are Braveheart, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, From Here to Eternity, The Mission (here, they flat-out lose), and JFK (the Jim Garrison character). The character sows the seeds of his own destruction What Goes Around, Comes Around. Examples include The Ladykillers, Frankenstein, Dangerous Liaisons, Moby Dick, and Scream (the
perpetrators). In Episode III of Star Wars (Revenge of the Sith), the Emperor molds Anakin Skywalker into Darth Vader; in Episode VI, it is Darth Vader who kills the Emperor. The following plot models seem more focused on character dynamics, and on the Inside/Emotional Story. The character grows by doing the right thing Here, the character is
about to do the wrong thing, but transforms into someone who overcomes his or her flaw and does the right thing. This is very popular everywhere. In Casablanca, Rick wants to get even with Ilsa; in the end, he does the right thing and helps her and her husband escape. Charlie (Tom Cruise) in Rain Man wants his inheritance; in the end, he tears up
the check and does the right thing for his brother. An ideal example is An Ideal Husband, in which at least three characters grow by doing the right thing. Other examples include Hitch, Gran Torino, Emma, Up, On the Waterfront, A Beautiful Mind (both John Nash and his wife, Alicia), My Best Friend’s Wedding, Les Misérables, Jerry Maguire, Saints
and Soldiers, Scent of a Woman, Big, An Officer and a Gentleman, Groundhog Day, and Schindler’s List. Romantic comedies usually fit this plot model because one or more of the lovers gives up something (the flaw or the goal) for the other. In Pretty Woman, both characters give up their careers. In Some Like It Hot, the lovers stop using each other.
Midnight Run is a love story without the romance—both Jack Walsh (Robert DeNiro) and Jonathan Mardukas (Charles Grodin) give up their goals for each other in the end. The character grows up Here the character comes of age while striving for one or more goals that are either achieved or not achieved—it doesn’t matter which. We don’t really
care whether the boys are first to find the body in Stand by Me. What we care about is the relationship and growth of the boys. The goal is only there to give the relationship a track to roll on. In some character-driven stories, the goal may change. And that’s fine as long as the conflict intensifies and rises to a crisis and showdown. Here are more
examples of characters growing up: Good Will Hunting, Juno, Risky Business, Hook (Peter Pan grows up), Breaking Away, Platoon, and American Graffiti. Tao in Gran Torino comes of age. In Unbreakable, David Dunn grows from mere mortal, bad husband, and not-so-great father to a somewhat-super hero. In a sense, Peter Parker, the central
character in Spider-Man 2, comes of age by affirming his identity as Spider-Man. However, this could also be seen as a “character learns” plot. Let’s look at that next. The character learns Here, the character learns what he or she needs to be happy. George Bailey (Jimmy Stewart) realizes he has a wonderful life in It’s a Wonderful Life. Bishop Henry
Brougham (David Niven) learns what’s important in life in The Bishop’s Wife—that the people in the cathedral are more important than the cathedral itself. Harold, in Harold and Maude, discovers that life is worth living. In The Sixth Sense, Cole and Malcolm learn to communicate. In The Green Mile, Paul learns that “everyone must walk his own
green mile.” This knowledge does not necessarily make him happy, but it deepens his character and his appreciation for life. Gil learns in Midnight in Paris that he and most everyone else thinks of a past epoch in time as the most romantic or desirable. While visiting a past era, he realizes, “These people have no antibiotics.” Maybe modern-day Paris
is more desirable than he had once thought. In The Wizard of Oz, Dorothy finds out there’s no place like home. She also achieves her goal of returning to Kansas. (An argument could be made that the main plot is a Character-Wins Plot and that the realization of her need is merely a subplot that supports the goal.) Notice in this instance and in many
other instances that the realization is the same as or closely related to the theme. Other examples: The Hurt Locker—in the end, Sgt. James realizes what his only love is. The Prince of Tides—Tom Wingo (Nick Nolte) learns he wants to live with his family. In City Slickers, Mitch Robbins (Billy Crystal) finally figures out the meaning of life. In Finding
Neverland, little Peter tells James Barrie that he (Barrie) is Peter Pan. The character fails to learn Here, the character fails to learn what he or she needs to learn to be happy. In this plot, the character does not grow, but the audience learns the lesson. Examples include War of the Roses, Goodfellas, and Raging Bull. In Butch Cassidy and the
Sundance Kid, Butch and Sundance never figure out that they are in the wrong line of work and need to change with the times. I suppose you could argue for O Brother, Where Art Thou? After all, even at the end, Everett (George Clooney) still wants to print up a dentist diploma and just get any old wedding ring for his wife. He’s not very bright for
someone who uses Dapper Dan pomade. The character declines T. E. Lawrence in Lawrence of Arabia declines while striving to achieve a worthy goal. That’s common for this particular plot category. Here are other examples: Unforgiven, The Social Network, Citizen Kane, and (if I may) Super Size Me. In the beginning of The Godfather, Michael (the
central character) is something of a patriot who doesn’t want a part of the family business. In the end he runs the family business, but his rise is also his decline, which is demonstrated in the final scene where he lies, straight-faced, to his wife. In virtually all stories, there is one main plot. Everything else happening in the character’s life is a subplot.
In addition to the central character’s plot and subplot, each of the other characters in the screenplay has his or her own plot with a goal, action, crisis, and resolution. These are all subplots. Furthermore, each character’s crisis may come at a different juncture in the script, or may converge at the same crisis moment, depending on the story. The
great secret to master-plotting is to bring the various subplots and main plot into conflict. In other words, most or all of the subplots should cross the central character’s main purpose, creating complications. One purpose of the step-outline (described in Book II) is to accomplish this. You should find the Character/Action Grid in Book II to be helpful as
well. GENRE Another element to consider in plotting is genre. Each genre carries with it certain characteristics. Love stories In a rom-com (romantic comedy), the lovers meet (Catalyst), are forced to be together or willfully choose to be together (Big Event), fall in love (Midpoint), are separated (Crisis), after which one or both will change in some
way, reform, and return to the beloved (Showdown). Most often, this results in a Character-Grows-by-Doing-the-Right-Thing Plot. This category includes “date movies,” a term popularized by Nora Ephron’s Sleepless in Seattle. In fact, in the film itself, guy movies are distinguished from chick flicks. A date movie is a movie that appeals to both guys
and chicks. In the case of Sleepless in Seattle, women presumably see this as a love story, while men see a widowed father getting a second chance. What I find most interesting about the film is that it follows the “standard” plot progression, but does so without the characters being together. For example, Annie meets Sam over the radio rather than
in person. There are other films with notable twists on (or exceptions to) the standard rom-com structure, including (500) Days of Summer. Action adventure These stories usually open with an exciting action sequence, followed by some exposition. Although these can be suspenseful, the key to this genre is exciting action. Make sure there is plenty of
it. These stories generally follow a Character-Wins Plot and usually end with a chase and/or plenty of violence. William Martel, quoting Shane Black in Scriptwriters Network Newsletter, writes the following: The key to good action scenes is reversals. . . . It’s like a good news/bad news joke. The bad news is you get thrown out of an airplane. The good
news is you're wearing your parachute. The bad news is the rip cord breaks. The good news is you have a backup chute. The bad news is you can’t reach the cord. Back and forth like that until the character reaches the ground. Love stories and action stories are probably the most consistently popular movies over time. I interviewed a successful
children’s book writer who told me that there are really only two basic stories: “Cinderella” (love story as in Pretty Woman) and “Jack the Giant Killer” (action story as in Die Hard). Thrillers Thrillers focus on suspense more than on action. In a thriller, an ordinary man or woman gets involved in a situation that becomes life-threatening. The bad guys
desperately want the MacGuffin, a name Hitchcock gave to the plot-device or object that often drives the thriller. In North by Northwest, the MacGuffin is government secrets. In Charade, it’s $250,000 in stamps. Although the characters are after the MacGuffin, the audience generally cares more about the survival of the central character than the
MacGuffin. This is because she cannot get help, has been betrayed in some way, and cannot trust anyone. The primary motivation is one of survival, so there’s not much of a Character Realization in the end. Many thrillers don’t have a MacGuffin, but most feature a character who is betrayed, isolated from help, and in grave danger. That helps us
identify with her fears. Traveling angel This is a story about a character who solves the problems of the people around him. He doesn’t grow much himself because he’s “perfect,” but other characters do, and once they have done so, the angel rides off into the sunset. Mary Poppins (who is practically perfect in every way), Shane, and Pale Rider are
examples. Percy in The Spitfire Grill redeems virtually everyone. In the case of The Bishop’s Wife, the traveling angel actually is a traveling angel. In a way, Seabiscuit (in Seabiscuit) qualifies as the only horse to be a traveling angel. The other characters in the story heal because of Seabiscuit, although you could argue that Seabiscuit himself “grows,”
too. Detective-mystery The murder mystery opens with a murder. Then the police officer, private detective, or retired novelist solves the case. Since solving the case is primarily a mental exercise, there is often a voiceover narration so we can be privy to the central character’s thoughts. If this central character is a private detective, he will usually be
portrayed as one who operates on the fringes of the law, such as Jake Gittes in Chinatown. Often, detectives uncover a small corruption that leads to a larger one. Many detective stories, like Chinatown, contain elements of “film noir.” Film noir Film noir (literally, “black film”) describes both a genre and a shooting style—shadowy, cynical, and
realistic—as well as a storyline that features ordinary people in over their heads, no heroes and villains per se. In fact, there is usually a moral ambiguity, even though there may be a struggle between good and evil within the central character. Stories often end unhappily. L.A. Confidential, The Usual Suspects, Touch of Evil, D.O.A., Basic Instinct,
Pulp Fiction, Fargo, The Postman Always Rings Twice, Double Indemnity, and its offspring Body Heat. Fish-out-of-water This is a popular genre because it creates so much potential for conflict and fun. A character is abruptly taken out of her element and forced to adjust to a new environment. Thus, Detective John Kimble (Arnold Schwarzenegger)
becomes a kindergarten teacher in Kindergarten Cop, and Detective Axel Foley (Eddie Murphy) goes to 90210 in Beverly Hills Cop. In Three Men and a Baby, three Peter Pans suddenly must care for a baby. Private Benjamin could be pitched as “Jewish American Princess joins the Army.” Horror Scary movies differ from the thriller in that the
opposition is a monster, or a monster-like human or a supernatural force. This genre leans heavily on shock and surprise. Examples include Jaws, The Conjuring, Scream, and The Ring. The horror film Alien relies heavily on surprise, but its sequel, Aliens, was wisely written as an action/adventure story, not another horror movie. Instead of scaring us,
James Cameron thrills us with exciting action. Naturally there are horror elements in Aliens, but the focus of the movie is on action. Science fiction Yes, Alien and Aliens are science-fiction movies, but the horror and action-adventure genres dominated in each respective case. Thus, we have hybrid genres: horror/sci-fi and action/sci-fi. Back to the
Future is a fantasy family drama, or a sci-fi comedy, or a combination of all four. For purists, we have Star Wars, Star Trek, Ender’s Game, and a host of others. The point is that many science fiction movies take on the characteristics of another genre and move it to another world or time. Combos In many films, there is a secondary genre, such as
some of the science-fiction films named. Some are combination genres such as horror/comedy (Zombieland), Western/sci-fi (Cowboys and Aliens), and Historical/horror (Abraham Lincoln, Vampire Slayer). I suppose you could say that Marty in Back to the Future is a fish-out-of-water when he drops into 1955 culture. So maybe that film is actually a sci-
fi/fantasy/fish-out-of-water/family comedy. Obviously there are many genres, combinations of genres, and genres I haven’t named: revisionist ecological Western (Dances with Wolves), screwball comedy (Bringing Up Baby and What’s Up, Doc?), historical epic (Seven Years in Tibet, Lawrence of Arabia), buddy picture (Midnight Run), milieu (Alice in
Wonderland, Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil, and Lord of the Rings), action/romance (Romancing the Stone), and on and on. Once you choose your genre, watch several representative films. This is not to research your story but to learn more about what makes that genre work. MYTH Beyond genre and plot is myth. In any story you write, it
may help you to understand the mythological journey. The Hero’s Journey, as presented by Joseph Campbell and explained by Christopher Vogler, follows a particular pattern that may be woven into the fabric of any story, regardless of its genre. Many stories contain elements of this mythological journey, while a few, like Episodes IV through VI of
Star Wars, The Polar Express, and The Wizard of Oz can be called myths because the central character passes through each stage of the Hero’s Journey. Briefly, these are the stages in the Hero’s Journey: The hero lives amid ordinary surroundings. The Catalyst is actually a call to adventure, but the hero is reluctant to heed the call. This could be the
moment when the hero receives her mission. She is given an amulet or aid of some kind by an older person, a mentor. For example, Dorothy is given the ruby-red slippers by a good witch. Luke is given the light saber by Obi-Wan. Bertie is given a recording of his voice in The King’s Speech by his speech therapist. Many stories feature mentors, e.g.,
Sean Maguire (Robin Williams) in Good Will Hunting, the train conductor in The Polar Express, and Agent K (Tommy Lee Jones) in Men in Black. In Lord of the Rings, Frodo is mentored by Gandalf. The central character crosses the threshold to the extraordinary world. This is followed by a series of tests and obstacles. The hero often undergoes a
death experience and enters the secret hideout, the witch’s castle, the Death Star, the belly of the whale, the speaking booth (The King’s Speech) or the innermost cave. Finally, the hero seizes the treasure and is chased back to the ordinary world, where this treasure blesses the people. The Grail heals the land. In The Polar Express, the little reindeer
bell confirms the spirit of Christmas to all who hear it ring. The hero may be resurrected in some way. Luke and Han are honored at an awards ceremony. Dorothy returns to her family. The Last Starfighter is transfigured in front of the townspeople. Oskar Schindler is honored in a ring ceremony. And the king (in The King’s Speech) is congratulated
by all and appears to his people on the balcony. The resurrection almost always corresponds to the Realization, the last of the Magnificent 7 Plot Points. Years ago, I read Archetypes and the Collective Unsconscious by Carl Jung. I didn’t pay the book much heed until I became acquainted with the Hero’s Journey. I looked at a script I had written
before I studied Jung and realized that my hero followed the steps of the Hero’s Journey. Many of the archetypes were there. Wow, obviously there was something to this collective unconscious. As a writer, you may have heard or felt a call to action, a call to write, but hesitated. You must heed the call. As you struggle, as you learn, and as you write,
you may very well walk the path of the hero, overcome obstacles, gain allies, and become the next great screenwriter. The Hero’s Journey may very well become your personal odyssey. Note: This is a good time to do Steps 1, 2, and 3 in the workbook (Book II). Ten keys to creating captivating characters Plot generally derives from character, and not
the other way around. Screenplays may be structure, but that structure develops from your characters. In fact, structure and character often develop together. However, it’s easy for developing writers to get over- involved with their structure, while their characters emerge as colorless pawns of the writer’s will. I have often found science-fiction
writers so wound up in the world of their story, the cool gadgetry, and their carefully conceived plots that I am forced to ask, “What do you love most about Star Trek?” And almost always, they start talking about Kirk, Spock, Bones, Uhura, Scotty, and others. Special effects are wonderfully helpful, but audiences generally fall in love with characters
more than they do events and effects. Indeed, it’s the originality of the characters that gives meaning to the events and effects. Your central character requires 10 things from a writer. Keep in mind as we review these that virtually all of them apply to supporting characters, and even minor characters, as well as to your main characters. Also keep in
mind what we discussed earlier about the importance of developing relationships as well as characters. 1. A GOAL AND AN OPPOSITION Your character wants something. A dramatic goal is specific and measurable. Dealing with life is not a goal. Happiness is not a goal. Seeking $10 million worth of doubloons on an old Spanish shipwreck off the
Florida Keys is a goal. Winning the Pan American Ballroom Dance Competition is a goal. Getting the broomstick of the Wicked Witch in order to return to Kansas is a goal. The nature of the goal reveals a lot about your character. Whatever the goal is, it should not be easy to attain. There must be opposition to the goal. Opposition creates conflict, and
conflict makes drama. Conflict reveals character and motivates people to learn. Ask yourself, What does my character want and what does she most fear? The opposition will force her to face her fear in some way. Cole in The Sixth Sense is afraid of being seen as a freak, especially by his mother. The worst thing that could happen to Andy in The
Shawshank Redemption is to be unable to prove his innocence and remain a permanent slave to the warden. In Liar, Liar, the worst thing is to tell the truth, and that’s funny because the central character is an attorney. The worst thing that could happen to a babysitter (in Adventures in Babysitting) is lose the kids. In some stories, like The Hurt
Locker, the worst thing is to be killed. In most screenplays, the main opposition will be an individual. If it is an organization, let someone represent that organization. In Ghostbusters, the Environmental Protection Agency is represented by a man who makes it his personal business to bust the Ghostbusters. Billy Wilder and I. A. L. Diamond had a huge
problem while writing Some Like It Hot. They had a funny idea of two men joining an all-girl band. They weren’t able to develop a story from it because they didn’t have a motivation for the two men to join the band, and they didn’t have an opposition. One day, Diamond walked into the office they shared on the studio lot to find Wilder waiting for him.
As soon as he entered the office, Wilder shouted out, “St. Valentine’s Day Massacre!” Diamond shouted back, “That’s it!” They made the two men accidental witnesses to the famous gangland killing. Now, in order to escape from both the law (represented by one individual cop) and the mob (represented by one individual mobster), they become cross-
dressers so they can join an all-girl band. Once on the road with the band, they become opposition characters to each other (they both want the same woman). That’s characters developing the plot. When possible, personalize the opposition. That will create greater drama and will elicit the audience’s sympathy for the central character. The hero is
often defined by his opposition. And that opposition need not be evil; you just need someone who has a good reason to block your hero’s attempt to achieve his goal, even if she is doing so subconsciously (as with the overprotective mother controlling her adult son’s life “for his own good”). It is possible to have a nonhuman opposition, such as the



forces of Nature, or even a monster (such as the Great White in Jaws). If you do have such an opposition, consider adding a human opponent as well. In Jaws, the mayor of Amity serves as a secondary opponent to Police Chief Brody. In The Hurt Locker, the greatest opposition is the unknown—bombs, bomb tripwires, a faceless enemy that wants to kill
you. To supplement that, the three members of the team are often at odds about procedure or something else. In addition to the goal, you may wish to give your character some related inner drive or yearning that either supports the goal or is in opposition to the goal. This inner need may be inwardly blocked by some character flaw. This was
discussed more fully in a preceding section. Can the goal change? Of course it can. It generally will not in action-driven stories, but may in character-driven stories. In Up, the goal is to reach Paradise Falls, but that changes to save Kevin. Sometimes the main goal is met by achieving milestones (little goals) along the way, as in The Wizard of Oz. The
Unity of Opposites When two characters are at clearly motivated cross-purposes, you have a Unity of Opposites. To ensure a conflict right up to the story’s end, you need a unity of the central character’s goal or need and the opposing character’s goal or need. The unity exists when the two are in direct opposition to each other, and compromise is
impossible because both characters are strongly motivated. That ensures a struggle to the end. For example, in Fatal Attraction, a married man has an affair with a beautiful woman and wants to terminate the relationship with her, but he can’t because she carries his baby and is fixated on him. There exists a unity of opposites. He wants to end the
relationship; she wants the relationship to grow. Both are clearly motivated. Compromise is impossible. The motivation is the key. 2. MOTIVATION Your character must be motivated. Ask yourself this question: Why does my character want what he wants? The answer to that question is the motivation. And the more personal, the better. That’s because
the more personal it is, the more the audience will identify and sympathize with the character. It’s the emotional touchstone between your audience and your character. It’s the character’s motivation that makes the audience care. What is Rocky’s goal in the first Rocky movie? His goal is very specific. He wants to go the distance with the champ—15
rounds. It is not to win. He knows he can’t win. So why is “going the distance” so important? Why do we care? Because his motivation is to prove he’s not a bum. It’s the personal motivation that gives the story its power. Personally, I hate boxing. I couldn’t care less who won the “Thrilla in Manila.” And yet I've watched four of the Rocky movies. Why?
Well, it’s not for the boxing scenes. It’s for the motivation behind those boxing scenes. In the second Rocky movie, the boxer’s wife goes into a coma. Then she blinks her eyes open and says, “Win.” Now Rocky has a motive for winning. In Rocky III, Clubber Lang (Mr. T) has a tiff with Rocky’s manager, Mickey (Burgess Meredith). Mickey suffers a
heart attack and dies. Does Rocky want to clean Clubber’s clock? Absolutely, and so does everyone in the theater. Another boxing movie, Million Dollar Baby (which is actually more of a character drama than a “boxing movie”), goes deeper. Frankie Dunn (Clint Eastwood) is motivated by guilt and by the fear of getting close to someone. He is lonely.
Maggie Fitzgerald (Hilary Swank) grew up believing she was “trash.” She wants to escape the past. She needs someone to believe in her. Boxing gives her life meaning. It’s easy for people to identify with her personal motivation and with Frankie’s; thus, people get “emotionally involved” with these characters. Love is behind the desire to get well in A
Beautiful Mind. John Nash is motivated to give up his imaginary life for a real life with his wife. Her love is his motivation. The love of Ellie (Up) is behind Carl’s goal of Paradise Falls. And in The Sixth Sense, Dr. Malcolm (Bruce Willis) wants to help Cole because he was unable to save Vincent. He has a personal reason for wanting to achieve his goal.
Think of Bertie’s motivation for wanting to stop his stammering. First is his horrible humiliation of stuttering at Wembley Stadium. At the Crisis moment, he wrongly accuses Lionel; listen to the fear behind his words: “With war looming, you've saddled this nation with a voiceless king. . . . It'll be like mad King George the Third, there’ll be Mad King
George the Stammerer, who let his people down so badly in their hour of need.” In Rain Man, Charlie Babbitt’s perception of his father’s past harsh treatment of him motivates his goal of collecting the inheritance. In other words, he wants the inheritance to get even with his father. Jaws is a horror movie complete with body parts and a monster. The
only personal motivation needed here is survival, but the writer adds something very personal. When Brody fails to close the beach, a boy is eaten by the Great White. At the funeral, the mother slaps Brody’s face in front of the entire town and says, “You killed my son.” Now Brody wants not only to protect the town but redeem himself. In Jerry
Maguire, our character is fired and humiliated. He is also motivated by his employee/wife, who is the only person who supports him. Like Jerry Maguire, Rose in Titanic is motivated by two things: She is imprisoned by a lifestyle in which no one sees her as she is, and Jack is the only person who really does “see her.” This is why she literally reveals
herself to him. The motivation usually grows with the conflict. It becomes stronger as the story progresses. Often, the motivation deepens or becomes most evident at the Midpoint of the story. In Amadeus, Salieri has many reasons for disliking Mozart. It seems that whenever they are together, Mozart finds a way to insult Salieri, even if it’s innocently
done. These accumulate over time. The clincher, however, is when Mrs. Mozart visits Salieri. She brings her husband’s work with her and confesses that they need money and wonders if Salieri will help them. Salieri scrutinizes the manuscripts and sees that these are “first and only drafts of music,” and notices no corrections. From Salieri’s point of
view, Mozart must simply be taking dictation from God. Salieri takes it personally. He goes to his private room and throws his crucifix into the fire. “From now on we are enemies,” he says. Why? Because God chose a degenerate like Mozart over him, Salieri, whose only wish had been to serve God through music. So here, at the Midpoint or Pinch, we
have the goal (to fight God by killing Mozart) and the motivation (because God is unjust). 3. A BACKSTORY In the words of Oscar Wilde, “Every saint has a past, and every sinner has a future.” Before page one of your screenplay, something significant happens to your central character that gives him “a past.” As discussed earlier, that singular event is
called the Backstory. Sometimes the Backstory is an overall situation that has always existed in the past, but usually it’s a single representative event. In some movies, there is no Backstory. In Ordinary People, the Backstory involves two brothers, teenagers, boating on a lake. A storm capsizes the boat and one drowns. The other blames himself and
tries to kill himself. The script begins when he returns from the hospital. In Sleepless in Seattle, the Backstory is the death of Sam’s wife. In the above examples, we are given quick glimpses of the Backstory. Most often, the Backstory is not seen by the audience, but it is there, haunting the central character and affecting his actions. In Thelma &
Louise, Louise was raped in Texas. That’s what makes it possible for her to shoot Thelma’s attacker. This Backstory is not revealed to Thelma or the audience until much later in the story. Hana in The English Patient is troubled by the notion that everyone she loves dies, and Jake is trying to deal with his paralysis in Avatar. In Unforgiven, Bill Munny
(Clint Eastwood) was a killer before his wife reformed him. In The Spitfire Grill, Percy is haunted by her dark past, which involved the death of her baby and a five-year prison sentence. Talk about haunted! Fox Mulder, in the X-Files television series, is haunted by a single, traumatic event: When he was young, his sister was (apparently) kidnapped by
aliens. This event deeply affects his actions and personality. He’s not just your run-of-the-mill FBI man, but a person with a life and a past. Sometimes only the screenwriter knows the Backstory (as in As Good as It Gets), but because he knows it, the characters seem fuller on the page. Not every character has a single past event that haunts her, but
every character has a past that influences that character’s actions and dialogue. Backstory, flaw, and need The Backstory can be subtle. For example, in Foul Play, Gloria Mundy (Goldie Hawn) was once in love and it ended badly. It’s as simple as that. At the beginning of the movie, we see a cautious Gloria, a person not quite ready for a new lover,
particularly if it’'s Tony Carlson (Chevy Chase). It’s easy to see how the Backstory gives rise to the flaw that blocks the need. In the case of Gloria, she needs to feel safe with a man. She’s not approachable because she’s afraid. That’s the essence of the Backstory of main love stories—the character was burned in the past and is afraid of “fire” in the
present. In Ordinary People, Conrad’s need is to forgive himself for his brother’s accidental death. His flaw is that he tries to control his feelings too much and is self-accusing. This all emerges from his Backstory. Del Spooner (Will Smith) in I, Robot hates robots. This is because of his Backstory: A robot saved his life instead of that of someone more
deserving. He needs to stop blaming robots and overcome his bias. The Silence of the Lambs: When Clarice (Jodie Foster) was a little girl, her dad, a police officer, was killed. She went to live on a ranch. One night they were slaughtering lambs and the lambs were crying. She picked up a lamb and ran, but she wasn’t strong enough. They caught up
with her and slaughtered the lamb. The need of her adult life was to silence those cries. When a woman is captured by Buffalo Bill and placed in a pit, that woman becomes a crying lamb that Clarice wants to save. But is she strong enough? She is. After she saves the woman, she gets a call from Dr. Lecter. “Well, Clarice, have you silenced the lambs?”
That’s the Realization. We know she hasn’t. They’ll always be crying, but now she is strong enough to save them. (Some of my students dispute this, maintaining she has silenced the lambs of her past. What do you think?) Showing the Backstory Occasionally, the audience is actually shown the Backstory. In Flatliners, we see each main character’s
Backstory at the appropriate moment in the script. The films Contact, The Philadelphia Story, and Backdraft open with a Backstory. Theoretically, each quiz show question Jamal is asked in the film Slumdog Millionaire is linked to a past event that shows (in flashback) why he knows the answer. In Casablanca, the Backstory is revealed in a flashback,
as is the case in many films. In Nuts, attorney Aaron Levinsky (Richard Dreyfuss) must unravel the Backstory of his client Claudia Draper (Barbra Streisand) to win the case. 4. THE WILL TO ACT How do you judge a person? By words or by actions? Don’t actions weigh more heavily than words for you? As the saying goes, “What you do sounds so loud
in my ears, I cannot hear what you say.” Action reveals character, and crisis reveals a person’s true colors, because he does what he does because of who he is. Problems and obstacles reveal what he’s made of. Drama is a character’s reaction to an event, and that reaction helps define him. A house is on fire and there are children inside. Outside is a
gardener, a nun, a 12-year-old paper boy on a bicycle, a housewife, and a well-dressed businessperson. What will each do? We don’t know for sure from the characterizations I just gave you. It’s the character within that determines what each will do. So pressure and opposition not only reveal character, they provide the opportunity for the character
to grow; in other words, they can help build character. Since actions speak louder than words (and outside characterizations), your character will generally reveal more of his character through action than through dialogue. Yes, dialogue can tell us a lot, particularly about what is going on inside, but actions show us. Even old Carl in Up is willing to
act. In some cases, dialogue can be action. When Darth Vader tells Luke that he is his father and that he should join him, that can be seen as an action. Running Bear is a Sioux hunting buffalo on the wide prairie. This is interesting action. The buffalo are the opposition. But how can we make this more dramatic? Suppose the white settler’s son is in
the buffalo’s path. The white man is Running Bear’s enemy, but now Running Bear must make a decision that will reveal his true character. He decides to save the boy. Now he has an action—to save the boy from the herd. Okay, let’s take this one step further. The boy’s father looks through the window and sees his son and the buffalo; then to his
horror, he sees his enemy, Running Bear. He thinks Running Bear is trying to kill his son. He grabs his rifle and races outside. Now we really care about the outcome. This is drama—characters in willful conflict, reacting to events and complications of events. Note that each character has a different view of the facts. That leads us to our next point. 5.
A POINT OF VIEW AND ATTITUDES How does your character see dragons? Are they to be feared as destructive enemies or can they be trained to be pets, as Hiccup learns in How to Train Your Dragon? After all, maybe the dragons are attacking in self-defense. Once we see them in a different light, our view of them might change as well. Everyone
has a belief system, a perception of reality that is influenced by past experience, a point of view that has developed over time. Our current experience is filtered through our past experience. This means that two people may react in totally different ways to the same stimulus. It depends on their perception. Their point of view is expressed in attitudes.
Some time ago, I was in a department store. I found a little two-year-old who was alone and crying. I tried to calm her down so I could find her mother. The problem was that her mother found me, and guess what she thought I was? That’s right, Chester the Molester. Her perception was understandable, given the times we live in, but it was not
reality. We don’t see reality the way it is; we see it through the filter of our past experience. Your character also has a past. We’'re going to discuss how to create that past shortly, but for right now realize that your character has a point of view expressed through attitudes. What is your character’s point of view about life? What is your character’s
concept of love? How does he or she view the opposite sex? What is your character’s attitude toward growing old? Sex? Falling rain? Grocery shopping? Dental hygiene and regular professional care? Is happiness a warm puppy or a warm gun? Sol Stein recommends that you “give each character a separate set of facts. Don’t give them the same view
of the story.” With different views of things, your characters will also have different attitudes. Your character will act from his or her point of view or belief system, regardless of how that point of view squares with reality. Salieri believes that great music comes from God. Therefore, Mozart must be God’s creature on Earth. The Hurt Locker features
three characters with three different views of the war and how to survive. James is addicted to war (he loves it) and is rather cavalier about survival. He doesn’t think about survival. Eldridge thinks about it all the time, is sure he nearly dies every day, and is trying to figure out how he’s going to survive. He looks to the other two for clues. Between
the two extremes is Sanborn, who sees the danger realistically and tries to take a rational approach. But it wears him down, until at the end he says, “I'm ready to die.” One thing I like about The Dark Knight is the competing philosophies or points of view. The Joker (the black knight) is a moral philosopher who believes people will only be as good as
society allows them to be, and he converts the DA (the white knight) to that view. Batman (the dark knight) believes people are “ready to believe in good.” So the Joker, who is obviously versed in game theory, presents a “prisoner’s dilemma” to people on two ferries to prove his point. When the people fail to blow each other up, they apparently prove
Batman is right. However, Batman feels he must take the blame for the white knight’s murders, so that people will have a hero to believe in (the white knight). It’s the opposing philosophies that make the story work. Notice in A Beautiful Mind that the writer gives the audience the same point of view as John Nash. That leads to a wonderful movie
moment when we (the audience) realize that John Nash is imagining things. And that, in turn, helps the audience get emotionally involved with John Nash. How else can a writer get people to identify with someone who sees things that don’t exist? In Up in the Air, Ryan (George Clooney) has a completely “rational” view of life—get rid of the excess
baggage, physically and emotionally. This counters Natalie’s philosophy, which creates conflict between the two when they travel together to inform people that their “position is no longer available.” Ryan’s unique viewpoint, represented visually by a backpack, motivates his attitude, and, thus, his actions. A summary from the Starman In Starman, an
alien creature crash-lands in Wisconsin. He is a being of light who floats over to Jenny’s house. Jenny has withdrawn from life because her husband was killed. The alien finds a lock of her husband’s hair and uses it to clone himself a body. Now he looks just like her husband. He then makes her drive him to Arizona, which is where his mother ship will
pick him up. The alien’s motivation for this goal is to get home. (This is “E.T. meets It Happened One Night.”) His point of view of life happens to be that life is precious. Jenny’s goal is to escape. Her motivation is to be safe from the alien and also to be safe from her past. And the alien looks just like her past. The writer has taken her inner problem
and put it on the outside to make it visual. Jenny’s point of view of life or belief is that life is scary: Husbands die (the Backstory) and aliens kidnap you (the action story). At the Midpoint, Jenny observes the alien bringing a dead deer to life. This action emerges from his belief that life is precious. Touched by this action, she finds her goal of escape
replaced by a desire to help Starman. This new goal is motivated by his inspiring action. Her point of view of life changes as well: Life is not so scary. This story uses the deer as a metaphor. Jenny is the dead deer that Starman (an apparent Christ figure) brings back to life (the emotional story). Her perception of life changes, and that’s the key. When
a character’s point of view changes, that’s character growth. 6. ROOM TO GROW Your central character also has a point of view of himself. This point of view of self is called “selfconcept.” I'm a winner, I'm a loser. I'm clumsy, I'm graceful. All of us act from this point of view of ourselves, and so do your characters. Here’s what happens in the well-
written story: Metaphorically speaking, your character is a fish. The Big Event pulls him out of the water. He tries to swim. It’s worked in the past, but it doesn’t work now, and so he is forced to take new actions, different actions. But things get more and more difficult, right up to the Showdown. Mustering all the courage and faith he has, he takes
the final action. Then he emerges from the climax with a new selfconcept—he’s a fish no longer. This moment is the Realization—the character realizes a change has taken place. Usually the Realization follows the Showdown (or climax), but it can take place during the Showdown or just before. It's a key emotional moment for your audience. We
discussed the Realization at length in the second chapter, but here are a couple of additional examples: Michael Dorsey (Dustin Hoffman) states his realization in Tootsie as follows: “I was a better man as a woman with you than I was as a man. I just have to do it without the dress.” He has grown or changed. In The Wizard of Oz, Dorothy is asked
point-blank, “Well, Dorothy, what did you learn?” And then Dorothy tells us all the ways her perceptions and attitudes have changed. Most important, her attitude toward home has changed. She realizes now that there’s no place like it. How does growth come about? Only through adversity and opposition, and through striving for some kind of goal.
Only through conflict, making decisions, and taking actions. “True character is revealed,” the proverb goes, “when you come face-to-face with adversity.” Part of the excitement of reading a script or viewing a movie is identifying with someone who grows and learns in the face of adversity. The goal in Galaxy Quest is to save the Thermians from the
reptilian race that wants to destroy them. In the process of striving for this goal, the TV show actors become the characters they portrayed on the TV show. In Gran Torino, Walt is a racist who is not at peace. In the end, he finds peace and gives his life for people of another race. In defining your character’s arc, ask yourself how your character grows
or learns or acquires new skills or knowledge. Often, your character will grow from some form of slavery to some form of freedom (Titanic, Argo), but it can be from death to life (Starman). A character can learn to love (Rain Man) or overcome pride (Driving Miss Daisy) or become more principled (An American President) or become a good king who is
on his way to overcoming a disability (The King’s Speech). As already stated, all growth can be defined as a changed perception of self, life, others, or something else. Often that change is gradual. Often it comes with breakthrough events. Sometimes change doesn’t occur at all (Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid). A character does not necessarily
need a growth arc to be interesting or for a movie to succeed. Just ask James Bond, who doesn’t grow at all . . . except in Casino Royale. In that movie, he becomes James Bond, which is why it is the only movie that ends with him saying, “My name is Bond. James Bond.” Let the sunshine in Little Miss Sunshine presents six characters, at least five of
which are losers. Each adjusts to his or her loss in a negative or unproductive way, and then begins to make a positive adjustment by the movie’s end. However, we don’t see anyone succeed at anything except to come together as a family in the end. It’s a completely different kind of growth arc. Let’s look at each of the six characters. Richard wants
to be a winner and get a book deal. His adjustment to his failure is at first denial. Eventually he starts getting over it, but not completely. Dwayne wants to fly for the Air Force, but can’t because he is color blind. When he learns that fact, he has an emotional breakdown, but he also starts talking again. Grandpa was kicked out of Sunset Manor. How
does he adjust to his failure? Drugs. But he also trains Olive for the beauty pageant. Sheryl wants to hold the family together. She sees the family fall apart like the van falls apart (a visual way of showing something that’s somewhat abstract). She mentions divorce. But she sees the family come together at the end and abandons the idea of divorce.
Frank wants love and the MacArthur Grant. When he fails, he chooses suicide. But eventually he starts to become peaceful and happy. Notice that Frank’s failure is his backstory. The same is true for Grandpa. Olive fails to win the Little Miss Sunshine beauty pageant, but her dancing is the thing that brings her family together. Another interesting arc
is presented in The Color Purple. Sophia is a strong woman who is beaten down by her husband and others until she is essentially a broken woman, but she gets her strength back and returns to her former feisty self in the end. This is a story of decline and ascendance. Some characters grow negatively (Michael in The Godfather), and as mentioned,
some don’t grow at all, as in some action/adventures, thrillers, and similar stories. Jamal (Slumdog Millionaire) doesn’t reform or grow. He is honest from Day One to Day Last—his basic nature doesn’t change. In fact, his honesty is puzzling to most of the other characters he comes in contact with, such as Prem the game show host and the Inspector
of Police. But his life circumstance change greatly. However, in most stories, character growth of some sort is desirable, even essential. One reason I enjoyed the original Die Hard was that the writer gave action hero John McClane (Bruce Willis) room to grow in his relationship with his wife. That added more heart to the story than it would otherwise
have had. 7. BELIEVABILITY One reason dramatic characters are interesting is that they are generally single-minded and focused. Humans, on the other hand, have many things going on in their lives and tend to run off on tangents. Your job as the next great screenwriter is to make your dramatic and comedic characters seem as human as possible.
In other words, your job is to make us care about them. Here are some ways to accomplish that. Give them human emotions As you know, people watch movies to feel emotion vicariously. Whether it is love, revenge, fear, anticipation, or what-have-you, you can only touch these moviegoers if they are able to relate to how your character feels. This
doesn’t mean that your character should blubber all over the place. Don’t overdo it. It means that we need to see your character frustrated, hurt, scared, thrilled, in love, etc. Often, we empathize with a character more when she fights what she feels than when she expresses it. We see that more than once with Leigh Anne (Sandra Bullock) in The
Blind Side. And that’s precisely what happens in The Hurt Locker. Sgt. James likes the kid that sells DVDs. Then he finds what he thinks is that kid’s body. What follows is Sgt. James fighting his emotions. And he does it with no one else around, which gives the audience a moment alone with James. Moments alone with a character are truthful
moments. Rain Man is a remarkable film because one of the main characters is incapable of emotionally connecting with another person. I admire the writers, who dealt with this problem by giving Raymond (Dustin Hoffman) a desire to drive a car. “I'm an excellent driver,” he would say. If your eyes ever became misty, it was at the end, when Charlie
(Tom Cruise) lets Raymond drive the car on a circular driveway. Give them human traits Spider-Man 2 succeeds largely because the focus of the story is more on Peter Parker the human being than on Spider-Man the superhero. Peter has human emotions, traits, values, and dimension. And that’s why we love him. In The King’s Speech, we love Bertie
the future king because he is so believable as a human. When Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs was being developed, the dwarfs were seven old guys who looked alike and acted the same. Then Walt Disney decided to give each dwarf a human trait and to call him by that trait. What a difference a trait makes. We’re actually discussing personality;
does your character have a fascinating or unique personality? In creating characters, first focus on the core of your character—her soul. Who is she? What is her strongest trait? We’ll call this her dominant trait. Look for a couple of other traits. Then look for a flaw that might serve as a contrast. That flaw, if it exists, may create an inner conflict.
Finally, determine if your character projects a facade. That fake persona is an element of the character and can be thought of as a trait. In The Pink Panther series, we all love Inspector Clouseau’s presumed competence. Children who watch The Polar Express gradually learn that the train conductor is not nearly as mean as he first seems. In As Good
as It Gets, Melvin Udall’s (Jack Nicholson) articulate attacks and obsessive-compulsive behaviors are part of the scary facade he uses to fend off what he perceives to be a scary world. Once he learns to deal with his fear, his hidden compassion begins to emerge and his obsessive compulsions become less intense. That is what is at the core of his
growth arc. In all, identify three to five specific traits for each of your characters, including a possible flaw, facade, or imperfection. You don’t have to reveal a character’s traits all at once. Ideally, each scene reveals something new about your central character. Each contact with a new character sheds new light until the central character is fully
illuminated. You will want to introduce your central character in normal circumstances before the Catalyst upsets that balance, so that we have a feel for who this person is. Occasionally, this is done by other characters talking about the central character. For example, in Casablanca, everyone talks about Rick before we meet him. It is also important
to include characteristics, problems, and imperfections that are familiar to all humans. He’s a grouch. She can’t deal with people until she’s had her morning coffee. Inconsequential human imperfections will make your dramatic or comedic character more believable and more human. An opposition character’s imperfections might be more irritating
than endearing. Some writers determine their characters’ astrological signs for them. You could give your character one of many psychological and personality tests. Is your character primarily visual, auditory, or kinesthetic? Since you want difficult people in your story, you might avail yourself of a copy of Coping with Difficult People. The book
describes certain difficult personality types. Centuries ago, some writers used the four body humors (liquids) for help in characterization. The sanguine character (for whom blood is the humor) was courageous, active, extroverted, and creative. The melancholic character (black bile) was depressed, ponderous, and often considerate; Hamlet is your
classic melancholic. The choleric character (yellow bile) was ill-tempered, but also charismatic and ambitious. The phlegmatic (phlegm) was more calm, accepting, and consistent. Give them human values Now let’s take a moment to consider the Corleone family. It’s doubtful that you’d invite these guys over for dinner in real life. And yet, in the
Godfather movies, you actually root for them. Why? Well, for one thing, these guys are loyal. They have a sense of justice. They have families and family values just like most of us. We like people with positive values. If your central character happens to be a bad guy, make sure he’s morally superior to the others in the story. If your character breaks
the law, make him less corrupt than the law. The Corleones had a code of honor—they didn’t sell drugs. Sure, extortion, protection rackets, murder, prostitution, and gambling—but hey, they didn’t sell drugs. In fact, they are morally superior to most of the other people in the movie. Other ways to create a little sympathy for your character is to give
her a talent for what she does, and/or an endearing personal style in how she does it. Give her a moment alone to reveal her goodness. In such a moment, Rocky moves a wino out of the street and talks to a puppy. An audience (and the reader is your audience) needs to bond with your character. Confront your character with an injustice, or place him
in a difficult situation or in jeopardy. Be careful not to make him too much of a victim. In Godfather II, the Corleones are immigrants in an unfair situation. We sympathize. They take action. We may not agree with their choices, but we admire their fortitude. In stories where the central character is unsympathetic, the story will succeed if that central
character is fascinating, and it helps if there is some other person in the story that we like. The Queen in The Queen is fascinating and we like Tony Blair. The Joker in The Dark Knight is fascinating and we like Batman (and a few other people). The same is true of Mark Zuckerberg in The Social Network; Mark is fascinating and we like his betrayed
partner Eduardo. Give them human dimension Your characters, and particularly your central character, should have dimension. Avoid cardboard characters and stereotypes. In Juno, we see the following transformations from the typical to the unique: What we initially think is the evil stepmother is revealed to be a rescuing guide—“Would you give my
kid the damn spinal tap already?” What initially appears to be the hip, cool husband becomes an immature dreamer more interested in comic books and horror films than in becoming a father. What we initially perceive as an uptight, controlling wife is revealed to be a caring, responsible mother. These are not growth arcs, but each character is a
metaphorical onion that is peeled until we get to the truthful center. Occasionally a stereotype works, particularly in a broad comedy or sometimes in an action script, but your main characters will play better if they have depth. No one is totally evil or perfectly good. The bad guy loves his cat (and may even “save the cat”), while the good guy kicks his
dog once in a while. Speaking of “saving the cat,” notice how Ryan, the consummate isolationist in Up in the Air, does a favor for his sister. Not only does this act of carrying around a cardboard poster of his niece and fianceé give the audience hope that he can have “feelings” for others, it foreshadows his later doubts about his own philosophy and
point of view. Writers have a tendency to make their favorite characters flat, lifeless, and passive. We're afraid to bloody their face or to give them flaws. Don’t fall into that trap. By and large, the most-loved characters in film have depth and dimension. Yours should, too. Even sitcom characters tend to have some dimension to them. They may not be
terribly deep, but you’d be hard-pressed to name a favorite TV character that is not flawed. The old TV show Family Ties was designed to feature two liberal parents with a conservative son, but because the parents were near perfect (and, thus, flat), the flawed son became more interesting and stole the show. Heroes and villains Depending on the
nature of your story, your character probably lies somewhere between real life and a cartoon. Some heroes are swashbucklers with hardly a flaw. And some villains are bad all the way through. Often, that works for special-effects movies. (I say that without any intent to denigrate such movies. Each movie should do what it does best.) Other films go
deeper. In such stories, the hero is often an ordinary man or woman who becomes a hero on his or her way to something entirely different. An ordinary person becomes an extraordinary person, or an extraordinary person comes to realize who he really is or finally finds his way. Likewise, the opposition character does not need to be a classic villain.
Who is the villain in As Good as It Gets, Good Will Hunting, Up in the Air, Juno, and Kramer vs. Kramer? Yes, there is plenty of opposition and conflict, but no villain among the main characters, just people. Generally, the best villains or opposition characters believe they are doing the right thing. In other words, they wouldn’t characterize themselves
as a villain. In fact, often the opposition character has difficulty recognizing another person’s view of reality or her needs. I have noted with interest that each opposition character in the Pixar movies has a motivation for his bad behavior. 8. CHARACTERIZATION TOOLS Specific details are the little things that can mean a lot. They are
characterization tools that can define a character’s personality and even reveal aspects of inner character. Idiosyncrasies, habits, quirks, imperfections (as discussed), and other characterizations will round out a character. They help make the character a distinct individual. Who would Columbo be without his crumpled overcoat? Who would Melvin
Udall (Jack Nicholson) be (in As Good as It Gets) without his door-locking procedure or avoidance of stepping on a line in the sidewalk? Even when he’s under pressure to get a coat so he can have dinner with Carol (Helen Hunt), he cannot bring himself to step on a line. Personal expressions can make a difference. The Emperor in Amadeus concludes
his pronouncements with, “Well, there it is,” and Raymond the Rain Man says, “I'm an excellent driver.” Jane Craig (Holly Hunter) bursts into tears periodically in Broadcast News, and Paul Bleeker in Juno says “Wizard” when he is astounded or excited. In When Harry Met Sally, Sally orders her food in a certain way, and she drops letters into the
mailbox one at a time. These are tiny characterizations that add to the believability and definition of a character. If it seems right for your character, give him a specialized knowledge or skill, such as Hiccup’s tinkering skills in How to Train Your Dragon, David Lightman’s computer-hacking skill in War Games, Sgt. James’s bomb-defusing skills in The
Hurt Locker, and Luke’s knowledge of The Force in Episodes V and VI of Star Wars. In Three Days of the Condor, Joseph Turner (Robert Redford) is a full-time reader for the CIA. It’s easy to believe in his intelligence and knowledge when he’s forced to the streets. One of my personal favorite characterizations comes in O Brother, Where Art Thou?
Everett (George Clooney) is obsessed with his hair. He wears a hair net at night, says “My hair” when he wakes up in the morning, and uses Dapper Dan pomade in the daylight hours. Nothing else will do; it has to be Dapper Dan. You can see how original, specific details can make a character memorable. A prop becomes a character in The
Ladykillers. A portrait of Irma’s husband seems to have a different facial expression each time Irma looks at it. And she takes guidance from it. When a prop takes on special meaning, it becomes especially effective. That is true for a beautiful detail in the movie A Beautiful Mind. Alicia gives John Nash her handkerchief for good luck. We see that prop
on two other key occasions in the film, the latter on the occasion when he declares his love to her at the Nobel Prize ceremony. Props have been used to good effect: Melvin’s plastic baggies in As Good as It Gets, Captain Queeg’s ball bearings, Anton Chigurh’s cattle gun (No Country for Old Men), Captain Hook’s hook, the Joker’s makeup and cards,
James Bond’s gadgets, and the weapons in Men in Black. Some objects and some character traits can be seen as lifelines because the character uses them to save himself or rescue others later on. For example, whenever Indiana Jones gets into trouble, he has his whip. (The whip, of course, does not save him. He uses the whip to save himself. That’s
an important distinction.) It follows that coincidences should generally work against your central character. Make it increasingly difficult for her to achieve her goal. Don’t bail her out at the end. She should be the most active character in the final act. 9. A WRITER WHO CARES Every character hopes for a writer who cares. Your central character
must have a life and a voice of his own. He can only get that from a writer who cares. You show that you care by researching. The main purpose of research is to come to really know your characters. Once you know who they are, you can observe them emerging on the page as real. One of the most beautiful experiences you can have is when your
characters take over your story and tell you what they want to do. Research is observing people, taking notes in your little writer’s notebook or smart phone when things occur to you. Research is searching your mind, your own experience, people you’ve known who can serve as character prototypes, places you’'ve seen, and so forth. Research is
investigating, exploring, and creating your character’s background. For instance, your character has an educational background; ethnic, cultural, and religious roots; a professional (or work) history; past and present social connections; and a family of some kind. Your character also has a particular way of speaking. What kind of character would
Forrest Gump be if little thought were put into his background, psychology, traits, imperfections, idiosyncrasies, and moral character? Research means Internet searches or trips to a place of business to understand your character’s occupation. Research is interviewing someone of a particular ethnic group, or even visiting a neighborhood. Don’t
assume you can get by because you’ve seen other movies that have dealt with the same subject matter. Remember, you are writing an original screenplay. It’s easy to get interviews. Some time ago, I interviewed a petroleum geologist. I told him I'd buy him lunch if he’d let me ask him some questions. He was thrilled for several reasons. One, he could
tell the guys at work, “Hey, I can’t go to lunch with you tomorrow. I got a writer interviewing me for an upcoming movie.” Two, he was getting a free lunch. Three, he’s proud of the job he does. The benefit to me was that I learned many unexpected things that I could use in my screenplay to lend authenticity and authority to it. For instance, the oil
reserves in Southern California rival those in Kuwait. In the 1920s, California supplied much of the world’s oil, and there are still over 30,000 active wells. A struggling student on the East Coast tells me that she didn’t really understand her story until she interviewed a blackjack dealer in Las Vegas. Another from the Heartland benefited immensely
investigating fencing and other kinds of sword fighting. A client informed me that most private investigators are employed in family and marital disputes, and by insurance companies. They use clipping services. They sit on the passenger side of the automobile because there’s more leg room. He also learned that it’s legal to go through someone’s
garbage. Research is writing a character biography or completing a detailed character profile. Of course, much of this information will never make it into your script, but since your character will be alive to you, he or she will appear more fully drawn on the page. Although your character’s physical description is very important to you, it will usually be
of little importance to the script. All actors want to see themselves in the part, so only include physical details that are essential to the story. When you describe a character in your script, it will be with a few lines or words that really give us the essence of the character. Something the actors can act. We discuss character introductions in Book III.
However, you, the writer, the creator, need to see this person in detail, because a person’s physiology affects his psychology. What kinds of emotions does your character have? What is her disposition? How does he handle relationships? Identify complexes, phobias, pet peeves, fears, secrets, attitudes, beliefs, addictions, prejudices, inhibitions,
frustrations, habits, superstitions, and moral stands. Is your character extroverted or introverted? Aggressive or passive? Intuitive or analytical? How does he solve problems? How does she deal with stress? In what way is he screwed up? And so on. Have fun with this! Research is reflecting, and asking questions. * What are my character’s values? *
What does my character do when she is all alone? * What’s the most traumatic thing that ever happened to my character? « What is his biggest secret? ¢« What is her most poignant moment? ¢« What are his hobbies? ¢« What special abilities does she have? « What is his deepest fear? * What kind of underwear does she wear? *« Which end of the
toothpaste tube does he squeeze? « What kind of car does she drive? « What is the worst thing that could happen to my character? (Maybe this will be the crisis.) * What is the best thing that could happen? ¢« What is my character doing tonight? Research is creating unique aspects to your character that make her stand apart from all other movie
characters. Part of this may consist in giving your character a contradiction or traits that exist in opposition, such as the beautiful woman who’s as clumsy as an ox, or brave Indiana Jones’s fear of snakes. You may wish to identify one or more lovable imperfections as well. As this research progresses, certain things will stand out. After all, in the actual
script, you will only be able to emphasize certain aspects of your character, so you will want to select those that say the most about your character and best relate to your story. The work you’ve done will reveal itself in the unique and multifaceted character that you have created from the dust. When do you do this research? Some writers like to do it
early in the process; others prefer later in the writing, so that the characters can be created to fit the demands of the script. Whenever you choose to do it, it’s important to be thorough. A thumbnail sketch of the main characters is seldom sufficient. On the other hand, in the writing process, it can be helpful to think of your character in terms of a
descriptive label, such as “control freak” or “nitpicker” or “magnanimous.” 10. A STRONG SUPPORTING CAST A screenplay is a symphony and a symphony requires orchestration. Your character is just a lonely solo without other characters. In the well-written story, relationships are emphasized. Some relationships work because of opposite
personalities. The Odd Couple is an excellent example. Some relationships work because each character can fill the other’s need and they transform each other. Others work because the characters are rivals. Still others work because of similar interests or goals. Create contrasts. Opposites attract in rom-coms; for example, the innocence and faith of
the princess contrasts with the cynicism of the divorce attorney in Enchanted. Look at the differences in the two brothers in Slumdog Millionaire. The differences between characters help define both characters. The same is true of the three suitors in Mamma Mia! Contrasts within a character can be useful. The gentle giant has become something of
a cliché. However, Hagrid in the Harry Potter movies has a variety of traits that make him a unique gentle giant; he is much different from Sgt. Schultz in Hogan’s Heroes. In Slumdog Millionaire, Salim is a devoted Muslim and a hit man. Walt (Clint Eastwood) in Gran Torino is both a racist and a basically decent man. It's a wonderful contrast. You
can contrast characters on many levels—from attitudes to methods to social statuses. As you create your story’s characters, remember that each one must perform a specific function in moving the story forward. In your cast of characters, you want one central character, at least one opposition character, and a confidant (or sidekick) your central
character can talk to. This is one way to reveal your central character’s thoughts, feelings, and intentions. The confidant sometimes performs the additional function of lending contrast to your central character. In dramas, the confidant sometimes creates necessary comic relief, although this function (if needed) can be performed by another
character. It goes without saying that your confidant should have a life of her own; she’s not just there to be a sounding board to your principal character. Roy O’Bannon (Owen Wilson) is a superb sidekick and comic-relief character in both Shanghai Noon and Shanghai Knights; he also serves as a clear contrast or foil to Chon Wang (Jackie Chan). In
the Star Wars movies, R2-D2 performs important duties while also serving as a comic-relief character and a sidekick to C3PO. Are these two robotic versions of Laurel and Hardy? You may want a love interest, who may function in another role as well, the way Eric Matthews (Benjamin Bratt) is both love interest to Gracie Hart (Sandra Bullock) and
leader of the police investigation in Miss Congeniality. Occasionally, you see a thematic character, someone who carries the theme or message of the story, such as Uncle Ben in Spider-Man 2. We’ll discuss this in more detail in the upcoming chapter on “Theme.” Sometimes a shapeshifter adds a twist to the story. For example, the central character’s
friend betrays her. In The Matrix, Cypher betrays his fellow crewmembers to Agent Smith. In The Verdict, one of attorney Frank Galvin’s aids works for the opposition. In Minority Report, John Anderton’s mentor/boss turns out to be the bad guy. You have a similar shapeshifter in L.A. Confidential when Captain Smith shoots one of his own police
officers. Alex (Vera Farmiga) leaves Ryan (George Clooney) “up in the air” when she instantly changes from an unattached fun-lover to a family woman; it feels like a betrayal. Make sure your other characters have a goal, desire, intention, or need. Avoid creating characters as furniture, just to be in the scene. In Gran Torino, Fr. Janovich is not there
just to be the family priest. He promised Walt’s wife that he’d get Walt to confession. The goal drives an important subplot. Note: This is a good time to do Step 4 in the workbook (Book II). You will find plenty of characterbuilding tools there. You will also find Step 7 on revising your script to be helpful. Theme Did you know there is something inside
you that is motivating you to write? There is something that you want to say. This thing inside you is not a little alien creature; it is the movie message, sometimes called the premise, sometimes called the theme. I realize that Samuel Goldwyn reportedly said, “If you want to send a message, use Western Union.” He may have been speaking of the
supremacy of story and character; I don’t know. What I do know is, an underlying theme tends to deepen the impact of the screenplay. Regardless of what it is called, think of it as the moral or meaning of your story. This moral is not a sermon and it is not preached. Often, you don’t know what this special meaning or point-of-the-story is when you
start scripting your story. Not to worry—you’ll know before you're through. Just keep writing. CAUTION: There is a danger in overfocusing on the theme. You run the risk of writing a preachy script with poorly developed characters. The resolution of your story will make the point and verify the acceptability of your underlying message. This theme
could be expressed as a universal statement that could apply to anyone. It’s the subtext of the movie. It’s something you’'ve wanted to say. For this reason, it can also be thought of as the point of view of your story. Witness has a point of view: Love cannot bridge the gap between two different worlds. In The African Queen, the opposite is true: Love
can bridge the gap. As you can see, the movie message isn’t necessarily true in real life, just true in your story. And it should never be communicated in a heavy-handed way. It’s the subtext of the movie, not the text, although the theme itself may be stated by one of the characters, as is the case in The Usual Suspects: “The greatest trick the devil ever
pulled was convincing the world he didn’t exist.” Speaking of love, A Beautiful Mind proves that love can overcome mental illness. Or in the words of John Nash, as he addresses his wife at the Nobel Prize ceremony: “It is only in the mysterious equations of love that any logical reasoning can be found. I am only here because of you.” War is addictive is
the clearly communicated controlling idea of The Hurt Locker. In the end, Sgt. James has just one love. The message of Chinatown is this: You can get away with murder if you have enough money. The last act demonstrates just that. In Little Miss Sunshine the point is, Life is one beauty contest after another. You need to forget that and do what you
love. After Chuck Noland (Tom Hanks) is cast away on a deserted island and returns home (in Cast Away), he finds that he has lost the love of his life. He tells his friend that at one time on that island he wanted to kill himself. When that failed, he realized that he had to stay alive. And then the tide came in and gave him a sail. Then he explains to his
friend that now that he has lost Kelly (his love), he knows what he has to do. He has to stay alive because who knows what the tide could bring. And that’s the point. In My Big Fat Greek Wedding, the controlling idea is, My family may be obnoxious, but they’re my family and they’ll always be there for me. Times are a-changin’, and you have to change
with them if you want to survive. This thematic statement, or movie message, suggests characters who are fighting time (the conflict) and who will not succeed. Can you name the movie? Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. In The Spitfire Grill, Percy is an apparent Christ figure who gives her life in the end. The theme is, Christ redeems and heals.
Notice how most of the characters have biblical names. And the name of the town is Gilead, from the Bible passage that asks, “Is there no balm in Gilead?” The Balm of Gilead is what heals, and that is what Percy becomes—a healing balm. Seabiscuit’s theme also sums up the story: Everyone thinks we found this broken-down horse and fixed him, but
we didn’t . . . he fixed us. Of course, the theme does not have to be directly stated, it can be communicated visually, as is the case with the rebirth theme of Gravity. John Truby suggests that theme is the writer’s view of how people should act in the world. For example, in Ghost and Romeo and Juliet, Great love defies even death. And in Casablanca,
Selfsacrifice for the right cause gives life meaning. Theme is what your movie is about. According to Patrick Sheane Duncan, “A movie is generally about one thing, one theme or idea, and every scene and every character is formed from that fountainhead” (Screenwriter Quarterly). In Mr. Holland’s Opus (written by Duncan), Life is what happens when
you are making other plans. Each scene, and the conclusion in particular, points to that idea. In Duncan’s Nick of Time, it is simply, How do I save my daughter? That dramatic question is the controlling idea. And Life goes on in My Best Friend’s Wedding. The Sixth Sense M. Night Shyamalan called The Sixth Sense a “writer’s final cut.” He explained
that he avoided using anything that he had already seen in another movie. That may be why I like it so much. It’s a writer’s movie about characters that need to communicate. Once they learn that, they are at peace. Malcolm (Bruce Willis) wants to help Cole because Cole reminds him of another child that he was unable to help. So he seeks
redemption. He has a second, lesser goal, which is to save his marriage. His unconscious need is to communicate with his wife and accept his separation from her (his death). Cole wants the ghosts to go away. His driving desire is to stop being scared. His need is to communicate with his mother. But he won’t, because he is afraid she’ll think he’s a
freak. That’s his worst fear. So he has nowhere to go emotionally until Malcolm comes to him. Things get scarier and scarier until Malcolm has a breakthrough and tells Cole that maybe the ghosts want something. Essentially, he tells Cole to try to communicate with them. Along comes a very scary Kyra. Cole finds the courage to say, “Do you want to
tell me something?” In other words, he opens the lines of communication. Once he does, everything goes well for him. The final two sequences serve well the theme of Communication overcomes fear. In the first of these sequences, Cole finally tells his mother his secret, risking the relationship. Will she think he’s a freak? It’s an emotional, cleansing
scene that is very touching. It is successful not just because it is a great scene, but because of what preceded it in terms of character development and story. In the final sequence, Malcolm communicates with his sleeping wife. It is then that he realizes he is dead, but now he is able to accept it. The characters are healed and at peace. Thematic
material and thematic characters A few stories may lack a theme. Some others deal with thematic material. For example, Witness explores themes of violence and nonviolence (represented by Eli). Broadcast News discusses substance versus style. Babe presents issues of self-worth, class structure, and personal identity. Unforgiven compares false
reputation (Bob and the kid) with true reputation (Will and Bill). The Adjustment Bureau contrasts control with free will. In a few stories, it may be effective to create a thematic or symbolic character, someone whose purpose is to carry a theme, a value, or even the story message. This character is seldom the central character, but can be, as in The
Hurt Locker. The mathematician (Jeff Goldblum) in Jurassic Park and Libby Holden (Kathy Bates) in Primary Colors are both thematic characters. They also serve as moral consciences. The same is true of Uncle Ben (Cliff Robertson) in Spider-Man 2, who says, “With great power comes great responsibility.” Dialogue, subtext, and exposition WHAT
DIALOGUE IS Dialogue is not real-life speech; it only sounds like it. It is more focused, less rambling than real-life speech. Yes, it contains fragments and short bits, but anything extraneous is pulled out, including the ahs and uhs. You might say that dialogue is edited speech. It is organized and has direction, but it retains the style of real-life speech.
It doesn’t have to be realistic, just believable. Dialogue should be lean. Avoid long speeches. Try to keep to one or two lines. Naturally, there can be many exceptions. However, remember that in a movie, people have to understand what’s being said the first time through. In a novel a passage can be reread, but a movie keeps “reeling” along. Avoid
monologues. Dialogue should “sound” conversational. Allow characters to interrupt each other on occasion. Let them lie to each other. Let them misunderstand each other. Avoid having your character say the other person’s name he is talking to. Dialogue is often characters in competition; there is some level of conflict in the exchange. Think of the
motivation behind the speeches. Don’t think too hard when writing dialogue. In fact, don’t think at all. Write from the heart. You can always return to it later, read it out loud to hear how it sounds, and make adjustments. Take a look at your words and ask yourself: Is there a better, more original, and/or leaner way to say this? Am I writing more but
the audience is enjoying it less? I'm not saying you can’t write long speeches; I'm only saying they must be justifiable. Be patient in writing dialogue. Sometimes it takes a while for your dialogue to break through. With many professional writers, dialogue is often the last thing that “comes through,” so don’t panic if your dialogue isn’t working at first.
The key here is to know your characters well enough that they speak with a voice of their own. That voice consists of eight elements: 1. The text, or words 2. The subtext, or the meaning of the words 3. Grammar and syntax 4. Vocabulary 5. Accent and/or regional or foreign influences 6. Slang 7. Professional jargon 8. Speaking style, including rhythm
and sentence length THE 7 DEADLY DIALOGUE SINS After decades as a teacher and script consultant, these are the dialogue errors I see over and over again: 1. Obvious exposition MAUREEN We’ve been married ten years now, honey. GILBERT Yes, I recall. We were married under the great oak in the backyard, the one that your mother cut down a
year later. When your characters seem to be speaking more to the audience than to each other, you are being obvious. When two characters tell each other things they both already know, that’s almost always “obvious exposition.” Allow exposition to emerge naturally in the context of the story; don’t force anything. 2. Overwriting This is simply using
more words to say something than is necessary for that character. In such situations, the cure is often to make the exchange more back and forth between the characters—that is, more conversational—rather than one character “making a speech” followed by the other. On occasion, let one character interrupt the other, talk over the other, or
complete the other’s speech. Avoid question-and-answer sessions except in courtroom scenes, police interrogations, and similar situations. Sometimes, screenwriters try to cover too many ideas in one speech. As a general guideline, limit one idea per speech. I've read speeches where a character has asked four questions before concluding the speech.
That might be a sign that the speech is too long and will not “sound” conversational. Another example of overwriting is when one line is followed by the subtext. For example, “The sound of her voice takes the sword out of my hand. I love her.” “I love her” is the subtext or underlying meaning of the first line. Thus, omit the second line (“I love you”). 3.
Exaggeration I recently read a script where every single character used the F-bomb in most of their speeches. It gave me the impression that the screenwriter lacked imagination and/or did not understand his characters enough to know how they talked and/or was exaggerating the emotions of the characters to compensate for weak motivation or
story context. Oh, and by the way, just one exclamation point is plenty; and you may not need the one. In The Shawshank Redemption, the warden approaches Andy, who is in solitary confinement. He tells Andy that the man who could prove his innocence is dead. Andy tells the warden to have H&R Block do his taxes; he’s done with the warden’s
scams. Then, in the screenplay, the warden yells at Andy, but in the movie, the warden’s speech is whispered with intensity. The movie version is much more effective. Most writers have a tendency to exaggerate character emotions. I remember recently explaining to a writer that five of her characters sobbed at various times in the script. That’s
overwriting. Sometimes, trying to control emotion has more impact than actually expressing emotion. 4. Everyday pleasantries Sue: “Hi!” Bill: “How are you?” Sue: “Fine.” Bill: “How’s the dog these days?” Sue: “Getting along great.” That’s boring. Avoid chitchat and introductions, unless they are original and interesting. On rare occasions, there can
be a dramatic purpose for such talk. Recall the scene in Fatal Attraction when Dan Gallagher (Michael Douglas) walks into his home and sees his wife talking to Alex (Glenn Close), his lover. At this point, his wife does not know about his affair with Alex. Then, his wife makes formal introductions. Dan says, “I don’t believe we’ve met.” Alex responds,
“Oh, we’ve definitely met.” This is one of the rare instances where chitchat is dramatic and suspenseful. 5. Unnecessary repetition Repeating a particular phrase or line can be effective, as with “Here’s looking at you, Kid” in Casablanca. One instance sets up the next. The kind of repetition that seldom works dramatically is repeating information the
audience already heard a couple of scenes ago. It creates a sense of stasis, and the story feels like it is dragging. 6. No room for subtext This is obvious writing, but in a different sense than with #1 above. Here we have characters saying precisely what they are thinking or feeling. In other words, the subtext is stated rather than implied. Generally,
you're best off having characters beat around the bush, imply their meaning, speak metaphorically, say one thing by saying something else, or use double entendre. No, you don’t need room for subtext in every single speech. We’ll discuss subtext again a little later in this chapter. 7. Derivative dialogue and other unoriginal speeches Avoid clichés and
lines we’ve heard in other movies. An occasional allusion to another movie or literary work can be effective, but I've already heard “We’re not in Kansas anymore” at least a hundred times (or so it seems). “May I buy you a drink” only tells the audience that the character is unoriginal, and it may work as such. However, I suggest you find a better line
that derives not from another movie but from your character’s unique personality. When a character’s speeches could be delivered by any character in the screenplay, you may have a problem. I am referring to typical, ordinary, expected lines that virtually anyone could have said and that have little originality. In most fight and swordplay scenes, the
opponents shout typical epithets. In The Princess Bride, they compliment each other’s technique. How refreshing! Incidentally, when your characters speak far too often in complete sentences, they are likely saying your words rather than their words. Giving your characters their own voices will strengthen your voice as a writer. WRITING BETTER
DIALOGUE Here’s a technique that will improve your dialogue: Read it out loud, record it, and then listen back to it, or have members of your writers group or a few actors read it to you. With the spoken word, it’s easier to detect errors. You will better hear what works and what doesn’t. Is the dialogue too on the nose, too direct? Does it have an
implied meaning or subtext? Also be aware of the rhythm. Some characters are terse and staccato; some are lyrical and elegant. Each character has a style of speech. If a character speaks with a dialect or accent, just give us a flavor of it. If you’re having difficulty, consider this approach. Tag each of your characters with a label, such as “sports nut,”
“sex maniac,” “nervous,” “control freak,” “bully,” and so on. Then, with each speech of that character, try to capture that trait. Avoid voiceover narration. Narration works when it adds another layer of meaning or humor or drama, or when it contradicts what appears on the screen, or when it foreshadows in a clever or interesting way. Such is the
narration with The Shawshank Redemption and Sunset Boulevard. Sometimes, an end-of-story summation (or a combination setup and end-of-story voiceover) can be effective. Narration doesn’t work when it says the obvious, presents boring exposition, or reveals the thoughts of the character. In the last instance, voicing over the thoughts of a
character may work only in a broad comedy. Likewise, avoid breaking the fourth wall. Don’t allow a character to speak directly to the camera unless you have a doggone good reason. Dialogue should also move the story forward, just as scenes do, and reveal something about the character’s attitudes, perceptions, traits, and values. When there’s
sufficient intention behind a speech, the speech is an action. Every dialogue scene should involve some conflict, even if it is just passive resistance. Back and forth, like a contest or competition. The diner scene from Five Easy Pieces illustrates the essence of dramatic writing. Robert Dupea (Jack Nicholson) stops at a diner. He wants toast, he orders
toast, but the waitress won’t give him toast because it’s not on the menu and she doesn’t “make the rules.” He tries several approaches. She fends him off every time, each time the tension building, the conflict escalating. Finally he orders a chicken salad sandwich, toasted. And he tells her to hold the butter, lettuce, and mayonnaise, and to hold the
chicken between her knees. She kicks him out, so he clears everything off the table and onto the floor. The exchange of verbal blows creates the rising tension of this classic scene. The theme underneath the dialogue has to do with “the rules.” This scene, in effect, is a mini-movie. GREAT DIALOGUE IS LIKE RICE KRISPIES Movie dialogue should
snap, crackle, and pop. Snap is the crispness of the dialogue. In The Fugitive, when Lt. Gerard corners Dr. Richard Kimble at the top of a cliff, Kimble says, “I am innocent.” Gerard doesn’t come back with a long explanation; he just says, “I don’t care.” It’s one of the strong moments in that film. An exchange between Warden Charley Butts (Larry
Hankin) and Frank Morris (Clint Eastwood) in Escape from Alcatraz is instructive. WARDEN What kind of childhood did you have? CHARLEY Short. Crackle is the freshness of the dialogue. Which speech is better? “Young lady, you're definitely pregnant,” or “No doubt about it, Mama Bear, your eggo is prego.” The latter is from Juno, and it’s the one
you picked. Favor original expressions over cliché or standard expressions. Years ago, I was playing monster with my four-year-old daughter. I chased her upstairs, telling her how hungry I was for little princesses. I caught her, wrestled with her, and growled, “I'm hungry.” She looked straight at me and said, “Daddy, you shouldn’t play with your
food.” That not only leaves room for subtext, but it is original—and that’s why it’s funny. Penny (Holly Hunter) in O Brother, Where Art Thou? doesn’t say, “My mind is made up,” when she closes an issue. Rather, she says, “I've counted to three.” Find original ways of saying things. Pop is the subtext. Mama was right—it’s not what you say, but how
you say. The subtext (how you say it) has more impact than the text (what you say). Of all the elements of dialogue, subtext is the one that gives writers the most fits, and yet it is a key principle. What is subtext? Subtext is what’s under the text. It’s what’s between the lines, the emotional content of the words, what’s really meant. Dialogue is like an
iceberg. The text is the visible part. The subtext is below. The text implies the subtext lying below. Audiences seldom want to see the whole block of ice. Likewise, your characters should seldom say exactly what they feel. When an actor wants to know her motivation in a scene, she wants to understand the emotions going on within the character. She
wants to know the subtext. In Double Indemnity, Neff (Fred MacMurray) tells Phyllis (Barbara Stanwyck) he’s not sure if he likes her name: “I’d have to drive it around the block a couple of times,” he says. She picks up on the metaphor. PHYLLIS There’s a speed limit in this state. Fifty-five miles per hour. NEFF How fast was I going, Officer?
PHYLLIS I'd say about ninety. They’re not really talking about traffic laws, are they? The subtext is steaming off the words and the exchange heats up from there. Of course, she’s pretending to be offended; she’s actually setting the hook. When the text is a lie, the truth (the subtext) will/should be understood by the audience. Usually, the dialogue’s
context in the story suggests the subtext. For example, in the “fireworks” scene of To Catch a Thief, Frances Stevens (Grace Kelly) seduces John Robie (Cary Grant), a reformed jewel thief. That’s the context. Does she talk about sex? Does she say, “Come on, John, let’s go for a roll in the hay”? Of course not. This moment requires a little more finesse.
She talks about her jewelry, and wouldn’t he do anything to steal such beautiful works of art? “Hold them,” she says, “the one thing you can’t resist.” Clearly, she’s not talking about jewelry here. The subtext is, I'm the jewelry; you're the thief—take me. She says one thing by saying something else. The subtext is always obvious to the audience. In a
previous section, we discussed goals and needs—your character not only has an outside goal but some inner need. The goal is the text of the story and the need may be thought of as the subtext of the story, or emotional through-line, often leading to the them. It follows, therefore, that the subtext of the dialogue in a scene will often derive from the
character’s underlying need or desire in the scene. Here’s an example: Late in Spider-Man 2, Spider-Man tries to convince Otto Ottavias to give up his dream. Here’s the text: “Sometimes we have to give up the thing we want the most—even our dreams.” The context of the scene makes the subtext clear: To be Spider-Man, I am going to have to give
up the thing I want the most, my dream of being with Mary Jane. Subtext has to do with the true intention of the character. The Princess Bride is, in part, the story of a grandfather who wants to get his young grandson to appreciate a “kissing book”—a book in which the boy and the girl actually kiss in the end—yuck! The grandson is sick in bed and is
forced to listen to his grandfather read him this book. The grandfather begins reading. I will summarize: “Once upon a time, there was a girl named Buttercup and a farm boy. And Buttercup used to torture the boy by asking him to do things for her, and every time the girl asked the boy to do something for her, he would say, ‘As you wish.” One day,
Buttercup realized that whenever the farm boy said ‘As you wish,” what he really meant was, I love you.” I can’t think of a better explanation of the relationship between the spoken word and the subtext than this grandfather’s explanation. At the end of this movie, the grandson has learned to enjoy this “kissing book”—and as the grandfather leaves,
the boy asks him if he could . . . well, maybe . . . come by tomorrow and read it again. And the grandfather says, “As you wish.” Wouldn’t you agree that this indirect statement, loaded with subtext, is much more powerful than the more direct I love you? And it’s a lot more fun as well. Here’s a dramatic situation: A cop confronts a robber, who holds his
gun to an innocent woman’s head. Which line works better? “If you shoot her, I'll be real glad, because I'm gonna enjoy killing you.” Or: “Go ahead, make my day.” In this case, less is more. Thank you, Dirty Harry. Not long ago, my wife asked me if I was feeling tired in my “old age.” I responded with my best Indiana Jones impression: “It’s not the
years, Honey, it’s the mileage.” Another angle at subtext is having a character project her situation on another character, so that in talking about that other character, she’s really talking about herself. How do you show that someone’s parents don’t understand their teenage daughter? One client handled this with the following simple exchange. GIRL
FRIEND Did your parents like your poem? SUZANNE They don’t understand poetry. They think it’s dumb. When writing dialogue, keep in mind the character’s attitudes, point of view, feelings, thoughts, and underlying need or drive. Try to say one thing by saying something else. Anytime an emotional current runs under or through a conversation,
the dialogue will be deeper and more interesting if there is room for subtext. This does not mean that every line of dialogue must leave room for subtext. Most speeches don’t require subtext. However, most beginning scripts have too little subtext. Likewise, not every speech needs to be short or completely original. EXCITING EXPOSITION Another
purpose of dialogue is to communicate the necessary facts and background information of the story. These facts are called exposition. Your job is to make the exposition exciting. Much of the exposition comes out in the beginning of the story. For example, the audience needs to understand how Indiana Jones’s mission will benefit the world. Don’t give



the audience any more information than is necessary to understand the story. Be careful not to reveal too much too soon. Let your characters keep their secrets as long as they can. Often, saving up exposition and using it in crucial moments will make it more exciting, and even transform it into a turning point. At the same time, don’t hold back so
much exposition that the audience is confused rather than intrigued. Speaking of intrigued, that describes me when I saw Nietzsche’s image on a sheet pinned to the wall of Dwayne’s bedroom in Little Miss Sunshine. About seven or eight pages later in the script, I learned with Uncle Frank the following. FRANK You can talk. You just choose not to?
Dwayne nods. Then he points to the bed-sheet painting of Nietzsche hanging on the wall. Frank turns and looks. FRANK You don’t speak because of Frederich Nietzsche? Later, we finally learn that Dwayne has taken of vow of silence until he can become a test pilot at the Air Force Academy. In this case, exposition is revealed piecemeal to create a
little mystery with clues along the way. Some exposition can be creatively planted in love scenes, action scenes, or comedy scenes, because at those moments you already have the audience’s attention. I love the sword fight scene in The Princess Bride for that very reason. You learn a lot about both characters in the dialogue that accompanies the
thrusts and parries of their swords. Be careful not to get too exciting. In the second Indiana Jones movie, the main exposition is presented through dialogue at a bizarre dinner. The food is so disgusting that the audience’s attention is diverted from the characters’ dialogue. In the first Indiana Jones movie, the exposition is handled more effectively. The
opening sequence is so exciting that we are riveted to the screen for the succeeding sequence, where most of the necessary information about the lost Ark of the Covenant is communicated through dialogue. Another way to make exposition exciting is to have characters argue over it. Some exposition can be handled without dialogue. In the opening
scene of Unbreakable, David Dunn (Bruce Willis) sits on the train looking rather morose. A pretty woman sits next to him and he removes his wedding ring. That’s exposition. It tells us he’s unhappily married. Often in sci-fi and other screenplays involving a world the audience may not be familiar with, I see a lot of exposition via dialogue. Consider the
opening sequence in The Hurt Locker. We learn a lot about the world of an Explosive Ordinance Disposal (EOD) team with very little dialogue. Note: There are many sample scenes containing dialogue in Book IV. How to make a scene Screenplays are composed of acts, acts break down into sequences, sequences into scenes, and scenes into beats. A
scene is a dramatic unit consisting of the camera placement (INTERIOR or EXTERIOR), a location, and time. When one of these three elements changes, the scene changes as well. In this discussion, I am using the term scene loosely. The points that follow could apply to any dramatic unit consisting of one or more scenes. Each scene should move the
story forward in terms of both plot and character In other words, the scene you are now writing should be motivated by a previous scene, and it should motivate a scene coming up. One creates anticipation for another in a cause-and-effect relationship. If the central character gets more involved in some way, that means your scene is probably moving
the story forward. All scenes should direct us to the Showdown at the end, which is the biggest scene, or sequence of scenes, in the movie. Ask yourself: What is the payoff for this scene? Why do I need this scene? What is my purpose for this scene? Does the scene reveal something new about a character and/or the story? At the end of this scene,
does the audience want to know what happens next? Do not tell what you can show Be as visual as possible. Rather than two ladies at tea commenting on the fact that Darla skydives for relaxation, show us Darla actually jumping from a plane, or (for a low-budget production) show her coming home with a parachute and trying to stuff it into the closet.
There are only a couple of lines of dialogue in All is Lost. The entire movie is made of visual images, but perhaps that is an extreme example. Do you recall the barn-raising scene in Witness? When the workers pause for lunch, the eyes of the elders are on Rachel Lapp (Kelly McGillis), who is expected to marry an Amish man but who likes John Book
(Harrison Ford). Without a word of dialogue, she makes her choice by pouring water for John Book first. One sequence in Seabiscuit presents a key episode in the life of Charles Howard, the central character. We first see his young son reading Flash Gordon. Charles tells him to go fishing. That’s about the only dialogue in the entire scene. The
sequence continues with his son seeing his father’s car. He gets his fishing equipment. He starts the car, and notices the birds and trees. He drives erratically; he’s too young to be driving. We see another car approaching going the opposite direction. We sense there could be a collision. Back at the house, the phone rings. Charles picks up the phone.
We cut to the car; there’s been an accident. Charles drives. Charles runs. Charles holds his dead son MOS (without any sound). We cut to the graveside, then back to the house, where Charles plays with his son’s Flash Gordon puzzle. He cries. He locks the garage. In My Best Friend’s Wedding, Julianne (nicknamed Jules) and Michael (her best friend)
have a moment together. The setting is visual: A boat on the Chicago River (not a couch in an apartment). They both want to tell each other how they feel about each other, but they fight it (which makes the audience empathize with their feelings more strongly than if both characters just blurted out what they were thinking). Jules wants to tell
Michael that she loves him. As they both approach the moment where they might say what they feel, they approach a bridge. The dialogue continues as follows: MICHAEL Kimmy says, when you love someone, you say it. You say it out loud. Right now. Or the moment... He pauses. Jules wants to say it. They are under the bridge, silent for a long
moment, and then past the bridge. She’s misty-eyed. JULIANNE ... passes you by. That visual cue of passing under the bridge tells us that the moment has passed for her to say that she loves him. The visual cue brings the message home and makes for a stronger moment. Avoid talking heads John and Mary argue over breakfast. One head talks, then
the other. Make this more interesting by beginning the argument at breakfast, continuing it while in the car racing to the club, and concluding it during a tennis match. Each statement a character makes is punctuated by the whack of the racket. Now the action complements the dialogue, plus you give yourself the opportunity to characterize your
characters by how they play tennis, how they drive, what they drive, etc. Recently, a screenwriter asked me in a challenging voice, “Well, Mr. Screenwriter’s Bible, how do you explain the eight-page talking-heads scene that opens The Social Network?” I smiled sweetly and responded: “It was written by Aaron Sorkin.” In other words, he could pull it
off. Add to that the fact that it superbly sets up the remainder of the story, that it clearly characterizes Zuckerberg, and it makes the audience want to know more. It also proves that my suggestions are guidelines and not rules. Every dramatic unit has a beginning, a middle, and an end Ask yourself, “What does my character want in this scene at this
moment? Each dramatic unit should have its own central character who has some goal, desire, need, or intention. In effect, a scene is a mini-movie with its own central character. The same is true for a sequence of scenes with the same focus. Look for twists and reversals If most scenes are mini-movies, look for opportunities for a twist, turning point,
or reversal. William Goldman is a genius at setting up an expectation and then subverting it in a surprising and entertaining way. In The Princess Bride, Inigo is about to lose the sword fight when he announces that he is not left-handed, and he switches his sword to his right hand; later in the same scene, the Man in Black does the same thing. Later
in the same movie, The Man in Black outsmarts Vizzini in a “battle of the wits,” but he doesn’t do it the way we think he does. As we understand it, there is iocane powder in one of the goblets. They both drink and Vizzini dies. The princess asks the Man in Black how he knew which goblet the poison was in. Then comes the shocking twist that ends the
mini-movie. The poison was in both goblets; the Man in Black had gradually developed an immunity over the last several years. In Marathon Man, Janeway (William Devane) “rescues” Babe (Dustin Hoffman) from former Nazi dentist Szell (Lawrence Olivier), who has been torturing Babe while asking him a single enigmatic question: “Is it safe?”
Falsely believing that Janeway is a good guy, Babe talks openly with him while the two ride around in a car—until Janeway brings him right back to Szell’s hideout. Reversal: Babe is back in Szell’s hands, where he overhears Janeway tell the dentist that he doesn’t think Babe knows anything about Szell and his plans. That gives Babe hope. Reversal:
Szell doesn’t care, and he resumes torturing Babe. Start the scene as close to the end of the scene as possible In other words, once your scene is fleshed out, evaluate it and lop off anything at the beginning that is unnecessary. (In fact, cut the fat anywhere you can.) Imagine a cowboy riding up to a log house in the middle of the prairie. There’s no one
for miles around. He quietly dismounts, grabs his rifle, and gingerly approaches the cabin. He peeks through the window. There she is: young, beautiful, and alone. Inside the cabin, the woman turns. The door is kicked in. The cowboy steps inside and points his rifle right at the woman. He wants the money and he wants her. She reaches behind for a
knife and throws it at the cowboy. Does the above description remind you of the opening scene of Romancing the Stone? It is, except that the final version of the scene begins at the moment the door is kicked in. Everything preceding that moment was cut. The writer wisely started the scene as close to the end of the scene as possible. In terms of
scene length, challenge any scene that runs more than two pages. Many great scenes are long, and some scenes should be long. Nevertheless, if you challenge your long scenes, you may find ways to improve them and shorten them. This will strengthen the pace of the story. You may even find scenes that should be a little longer, and that’s okay, too.
In The Hurt Locker, there is a long scene of a group of soldiers pinned down by snipers. Then we the cut to the EOD team horsing around in the barracks, getting drunk. A lesser writer would have opened that scene with the men entering the barracks and talking about what happened or what they are going to do, and then they would start horsing
around. We simply don’t need that introduction. I also like the fact that they are engaged in action rather than just getting drunk (a cliché) and talking. Pace your scenes Provide peaks and valleys of emotion and tension, with the peaks ascending toward a climatic conclusion. Follow action scenes with dialogue scenes. Contrast heavy scenes with light
scenes. In Home Alone, we have the reflective scene in the church just before the madcap slapstick sequence at the house. Make sure the pace quickens as you close in on the Crisis and Showdown. What happens next should be more interesting that what just happened. Pacing does not need to focus on action and events, such as in Lethal Weapon; it
can focus on details and emotional beats as in Steel Magnolias. Lethal Weapon is plot-driven and must move fast, while Steel Magnolias is character-driven and more leisurely paced; you can stop and describe the roses. Scenes should culminate in something dramatic This could be a decision or an imminent decision. It could be a reversal, a
cliffhanger, a punch line, or a revelation—something that makes us want to see what’s going to happen next. Scenes should end with a punch, with some kind of tension that leads us to another scene. For example, in Titanic, Rose’s mother orders her to never see Jack again. Throughout the scene, Rose’s mother tightens Rose’s corset, visually adding
tension to the scene. It’s a visual subtext. The pressure is tightening around Rose in more ways than one. In Good Will Hunting, Will (Matt Damon) confronts a college kid who is hitting on a coed (Minnie Driver). After the long scene, Will flashes the coed’s phone number at the college kid, showing he has won. It punctuates the scene. It brings the
scene to a conclusion, but it also creates anticipation that more is to come. And what comes next should be more interesting than what just happened. The story must build. In dialogue scenes, generally the last line should be the strongest line. In the very last scene of Some Like It Hot, Jerry (Jack Lemmon), posing as Daphne, must convince Osgood
Fielding III (Joe E. Brown) that she (Daphne) can’t marry Osgood. The wonderful conflict is created by Osgood’s subtle resistance to Jerry’s attempts to achieve his goal of getting out of the wedding. First, he tells Osgood that he can’t get married in his mother’s dress because they aren’t built the same way. “We can have it altered.” Then Jerry (still
posing as Daphne) confesses that he is not a natural blonde. “Doesn’t matter.” Then Jerry admits that he smokes all the time. “I don’t care.” Jerry tries another angle: He tells Osgood he’s been living with a saxophone player. “I forgive you.” With feigned remorse Jerry announces that he can never have children. “We’ll adopt some.” Finally, Jerry
removes his wig, speaks in his male voice, and admits that he is a man. The response? “Well, nobody’s perfect.” And that’s the punch line that ends the movie. Strive to create effective transitions between scenes I'm not referring to tricky cuts and arty dissolves—leave editing directions to the editor. Find ways to fit certain scenes together. For
example, one scene ends with a roulette wheel spinning. The next scene begins with a car wheel digging into the mud. Early in 2001: A Space Odyssey, a prehistoric man throws his tool into the air. It’s a bone that becomes a spaceship, a tool of modern man. Here’s an effective transition from Bruce Joel Rubin’s Jacob’s Ladder. In it, Rubin uses sound
and images to move us from Vietnam to New York. As he spins around, one of his attackers jams all eight inches of his bayonet blade into Jacob’s stomach. Jacob screams. It is a loud and piercing wail. From the sound of the scream, there is a sudden rush through a long, dark tunnel. There is a sense of enormous speed accelerating toward a brilliant
light. The rush suggests a passage between life and death, but the light ahead reveals this is actually a subway far below the city of New York. This would be followed by INT. NEW YORK SUBWAY, and the scene would continue. This kind of transition is the exception rather than the rule. It is important in this screenplay because of the theme. This is
the story of how a man comes to accept his own death, very much like Rubin’s prior screenplay, Ghost. You are not required to link your scenes with transitions. You do this occasionally, when appropriate. The important thing is how the content of the scene leads naturally to something later. Transitions can be visual, verbal, thematic, and so on. Is it
okay to sharply contrast scenes? Absolutely. If your idea moves the story forward, use it. Keep in mind that a straight cut from one scene to the next is not only correct, but the norm. The object is not to get fancy but to give the story cohesion. Each scene should contain a definite emotion or mood Focus on that emotion as you craft the scene. Ask
yourself: What is my character’s intention or goal in this scene? What is my character’s feeling? What is my character’s attitude? Asking this will help give the scene direction and the dialogue subtext. Focus the scene on a well-motivated conflict Even in less dramatic scenes, a conflict should exist, regardless of how minor or how subtle it is. Often,
two people with the same goal will disagree over methods or procedure, or just get under each other’s skin: Bones and Spock, James Bond and Q, Butch Cassidy and Sundance, Mr. and Mrs. Incredible, and Mr. and Mrs. Smith (in Mr. and Mrs. Smith). Even in love scenes, there may be some resistance at the beginning. Conflict is one of the tools you
can use to build suspense. Flashbacks About 95% of the flashbacks in unsold scripts don’t work. That’s just a guess, of course. Usually, the flashback is used as a crutch, a cheap way to introduce exposition. This has given rise to the industry bias against them in spec scripts. Seldom do they move the story forward. And that’s the key: Use a flashback
only if it moves the story forward. And, yes, it’s definitely okay to use as many flashbacks as you want . . . if they work. Look at all the flashbacks and flashforwards in Slumdog Millionaire; they all work dramatically. You'll see dozens of flashbacks in The Fugitive, and each pushes the story forward or makes you want to know what’s going to happen
next. Don’t reveal exposition in a flashback unless it also motivates the story, as in Julia, Memento, and Casablanca. Generally, do not take us to the past until we care about what’s happening in the present. Otherwise, a flashback becomes an interruption. Generally, avoid long flashbacks and dream sequences. They are high-risk. If you must have a
flashback, use a transitional device: an object, place, visual image, color, phrase, or incident. Quick flashes are the safest, such as the momentary glimpses of the Backstory we see in Ordinary People and The Blind Side. One approach to flashbacks is to find a more creative way to communicate exposition. To illustrate, put yourself in the place of the
writer of Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan. You have a story problem: Khan, the opposition character, is Kirk’s superior physically and mentally. How can you make it believable that Kirk can defeat Khan? One solution is to flash back to the days when Kirk was a cadet. He takes a field test called the Kobiashi Maru, which presents a no-win scenario.
Kirk, however, beats the no-win scenario by reprogramming the test computer so that he can win. (This is the same field test referred to in the 2009 release of Star Trek.) You, however, reject this idea of a flashback for one that is more creative. You decide to open the story with a starfleet captain on a ship that is in trouble. Soon we learn that this
captain is really a cadet and that she is taking a field test called the Kobiashi Maru. She is bothered by her performance. Kirk tells her not to worry, that there is no correct solution—it’s a test of character. So she asks Kirk how he handled it. He won't tell her. You have successfully made it a mystery that is touched on throughout the story—how did
Kirk handle the Kobiashi Maru? The audience wonders. You, the next great screenwriter, have created suspense. CUT TO: Late in the story. It appears as though Kirk and his friends are trapped in an underground cavern with no way out, and with no apparent way to contact Spock, who is somewhere out in the universe. At that moment, the female
cadet once again asks Kirk how he handled the Kobiashi Maru. Bones tells her that Kirk reprogrammed the computer. “You cheated,” someone says. Then Kirk surprises everyone by pulling out his communicator and contacting Spock: “You can beam us up now,” he says. Ah-ha, so Kirk had it all prearranged (reprogrammed), but to do it, he and Spock
broke Federation rules. He has cheated Khan and has surprised everyone else. That’s when Kirk explains: “I don’t believe in the no-win scenario. I don’t like to lose.” Not only have you explained how Kirk could defeat a superior being, you have also given us the key to Kirk’s character. And this particular solution plays better than a flashback. For
examples of scenes, see Book IV. Suspense, comedy, and television Building suspense is the art of creating an expectation of something dramatic that is about to happen. Since we go to movies to feel vicarious emotion, putting us in suspense simply builds emotion as we anticipate the outcome. Here are 10 tools to thrill and manipulate us. TOOLS
FOR BUILDING SUSPENSE Evoke emotion Create characters we like. They must be believable, since they act as a conduit through which emotion can pass to us. We need to sympathize with them and feel what they feel. Create conflict As mentioned earlier, rising conflict creates suspense. Since conflict is drama, two committed forces in conflict will
always heighten suspense. Remember grade school? Two boys would start fighting and everyone would make a circle around them. No one tried to stop the fight. (This is very irritating if you’'re the smaller boy.) No one stopped it because we were all in suspense, wondering if blood would squirt out someone’s nose, and betting on who would win.
Provide opposition Give your central character a powerful opposition; then force your character to battle this foe. The opposition should be in a position of strength, capable of doing damage. In Star Trek II, Khan serves as an excellent example, because he is superior to Kirk physically and mentally. We all go through the extreme mental duress of
wondering how Kirk is going to survive, let alone defeat, this “giant.” The “giant” in Fatal Attraction is Alex (Glenn Close), the lover. She is in a position to do damage to Dan (Michael Douglas). The “giant” in Gravity is the space debris and the situation it creates. The formidable foe in My Best Friend’s Wedding is Kim, the fianceé. She has the
emotional leverage on Michael, Julianne’s best friend. Besides, she’s adorable. How can Julianne compete with that? In The Sixth Sense, the dead people seem infinitely more powerful than little Cole. Since we know so little about the aliens in Signs, they seem formidable. And Otto Ottavius is made more powerful when Spider-Man appears to be
losing his powers. It creates an expectation of trouble, our next point. Build expectation Create an expectation of trouble. Do you recall the baby carriage in The Untouchables? In this scene, Elliot Ness must face off with Capone’s boys at the train station. He’s ready and in position, but a woman is having difficulty moving her baby carriage up the
stairs. We get nervous—we just “know” she is going to get in the way. The suspense builds, just as it did in the baby carriage scene of The Battleship Potempkin. Consider also the scene from Fatal Attraction where Dan Gallagher (Michael Douglas) returns home and finds his wife conversing with his lover. There is an expectation that the wife might
realize that this blonde she is talking to is having an affair with her husband. In this case the jeopardy is emotional, not physical. When the wife introduces the lover to Dan, the subtext is powerful because they have already met. The lover says such lines as, “Don’t I remember you?” “We’ve definitely met.” “I never forget a face.” The scene’s subtext
is, You're not getting away from me. I'm going to make you pay. At the Showdown of Ghostbusters, our heroes confront the goddess Gozer. Gozer tells them that the Destructor will come in whatever form they choose with their thoughts. Dr. Stantz (Dan Aykroyd) has obviously thought of something, and the other characters try to figure it out because
they, and the audience, know the Destructor is coming, but they don’t know what form it has taken. Comedic suspense builds as Stantz points to his head and says, “It just popped in there.” What just popped in there? We catch glimpses of something huge and white moving past the buildings, but we still don’t know what it is. Stantz babbles, “It can’t
be, it can’t be.” The anticipation peaks and finally Stantz admits, “It’s the Stay-Puft Marshmallow Man.” And then we see the huge figure lumbering down the avenue. Increase tension Put the audience in a superior position. Take, for example, a couple we care about. While they are out to dinner, someone sneaks into their apartment and places a
bomb under their bed. Later, our happy couple returns and they hop into bed. The danger is there, and we’re “in on it.” We, the audience, are in a superior position in the sense that we know the bomb is there, but they don’t. Imagine a small child playing in the yard. The mother steps inside the house. The child wanders toward the busy street. We are
in a superior position to the child and to the mother. We are the only ones who are aware of the danger, and that builds suspense. In The Green Mile, a tremendous amount of tension is created when Percy purposely doesn’t wet the sponge prior to the execution of an inmate in the electric chair. We know the sponge is dry, but no one else in the movie
realizes it until it is too late. Use surprise Throw in an occasional nasty twist, or sudden turn of events. The first surprising appearance of a dead person in The Sixth Sense creates a great deal of suspense. The sudden collapse of the house in Lemony Snicket’s A Series of Unfortunate Events puts us on edge. In Psycho (the classic 1960 version),
Norman Bates kills the protagonist, Marion Crane, in the nowfamous shower scene. This nasty twist serves the purpose of creating an expectation of more violence. Indeed, Hitchcock once remarked, “At this point I transferred the horror from the screen to the minds of the audience.” Interestingly enough, there is only one more violent act in the
entire movie, and yet we are held in suspense throughout. Create immediacy When something vital is at stake for the character, that something becomes vital to us, the audience, as well. It can be the physical safety of the world or the moral redemption of a juvenile delinquent. It can be the emotional fulfillment of two lovers who find each other, the
protection of a secret document, or the triumph of a value. In Spider-Man 2, it is the safety of both Mary Jane and New York. The higher the stakes, the more intense the suspense. Establish consequences Closely related to the above is the establishment of terrible consequences if the central character does not achieve her goal. When the Challenger
space shuttle exploded, there was a lot of grief and sadness. A couple of years later, we sent up another shuttle. Do you recall the suspense you felt as the countdown proceeded on this later shuttle mission? That heightened suspense was due to the prior establishment of terrible consequences. In Inception it’s the possibility of entering and being
trapped in limbo. In the last major scene of The Hurt Locker, Sgt. William James has just a couple of minutes to disarm a bomb locked as a steel vest around an innocent man. We know what the consequences will be if James fails. This is also an example of how a deadline of some kind can create suspense. Limit time Put a ticking clock on it. “You have
only 24 hours to save the world, James. Good luck.” Deadlines create suspense because they introduce an additional opposition—time. You can probably think of a dozen movies where a bomb is about to explode, and the hero must defuse it before the countdown reaches zero. What I love about The Hurt Locker scene described above is we never see
the bomb tick down to zero, but we know it is ticking. It’s handled realistically rather than stereotypically. The torpedo-firing sequences in The Hunt for Red October were particularly thrilling because of the element of time adding pressure. The same is true with the limited oxygen supply in Gravity. Will she have enough? When will she run out?
Likewise, when the Wicked Witch in The Wizard of Oz captures Dorothy, she turns over the hourglass. “This is how long you have to live, my little pretty.” Although we are never told how Dorothy is going to die, we still worry. Apparently, Hitchcock was right when he said that “the threat of violence is stronger than violence.” You can easily create an
artificial deadline. The damsel is tied to the railroad tracks. Can Dudley DoRight save the damsel before the train runs over her? Here you have an implied deadline. Other effective examples of the ticking clock include High Noon, the rose petals in Disney’s Beauty and the Beast, and the prediction that John Anderton (Tom Cruise) will murder
someone in 36 hours in Minority Report. Maintain doubt Finally, if there is a reasonable doubt as to how the scene or movie is going to end, the suspense is intensified. How is Cole going to get away from his “dead people” problem in The Sixth Sense, especially if Dr. Malcolm stops trying to help him (as he decides to do in one scene)? In the opening
scene of The Untouchables, one of Capone’s boys leaves a briefcase full of explosives in a store. A little girl picks it up and it explodes. At this point, we realize that anyone in this movie can die, and we fret over Elliot Ness’s little girl and wife for the entire movie. Why? Because this scene has left us in genuine doubt about their safety. The same is
true with the opening sequence and later scenes in The Hurt Locker—anyone can die at any moment. LEAVE '"EM LAUGHING Have you ever watched a comedy, laughed for about 20 minutes, and then grown restless? The probable reason for this is that the comedy had a weak story structure and poorly drawn characters. The comedy may have relied
more on gags than on character and story. Virtually all of the humor in Shrek flows from the characters and the situation, which is one reason the story is so effective. Comedy is drama in disguise There is no comedy without conflict. This means that virtually everything in this book applies to comedy as well as to drama. Start with a goal and think of
all the ways to screw it up. I'm often asked about comedy story structure and story structure in general. I enjoy referencing the Pixar movies as excellent examples of both. You won’t go wrong studying those films. Comedy benefits from a skewed viewpoint Comedy generally takes an unusual point of view through use of exaggeration, deception,
overstatement, understatement, contrast, parody, a ridiculous point of view, escalation, competition, or obsession. The goal in a comedy can be ridiculous or insignificant—that’s what makes it funny. The character may get excessive about it. This is especially true in a broad comedy like What’s Up, Doc!, where most all of the characters go to extremes
to achieve their goals. There is much we can learn from The Odd Couple, which features a slob and a neat freak, each with traits slightly exaggerated. We can understand why both were divorced, and the contrasts assure us of conflict. Woody and Buzz Lightyear are both heroes in Toy Story, but they are very different in personality. Clever character
combinations create conflict in comedy As you look at the three principals in Ghostbusters, note the contrasts and opportunities for comedic conflict: Stanz (Aykroyd) — spontaneous “child” — overstates — is very emotional Venkman (Murray) — “animal” (focused on physical needs) — understates — is cool Spangler (Ramis) — “machine” or rational
“adult” — does not emote at all The TV show Golden Girls is set up similarly, with Rose (Betty White) as the “child,” Blanche (Rue McClanahan) as the “animal,” and Dorothy (Bea Arthur) as the “adult.” In Bridesmaids, you have a loser (Annie), a cynic (Rita), an idealist (Becca), a Queen Bee (Helen), and a wild card “animal” (Megan). One of the
funniest scenes in Bridesmaids is the competition and escalation that takes place in the “toast scene.” Helen and Annie just have to outdo each other at all costs. In one of my favorite episodes of Monk, Monk competes with another character as to who has a worse life. It’s completely within character for Monk to look at this negative side. Comedy
thrives on readily identifiable, personal situations and fears Love situations and other personal situations are easy for us to identify with and are ripe for comedy. That’s one reason the family situation comedy has done so well. As psychologist Abraham Maslow stated, “That which is most personal is most general.” Comedy reveals our secret desires
and yearnings so that we can laugh at them. Comedy is often more truthful than drama. Comedy makes good use of surprise and reversals, in revealing the truth about people, personal situations, and life. Comedy provides psychological shifts, twists, and deception For example, two male musicians disguise themselves as women in Some Like It Hot!
In Ruthless People, two perfectly nice kidnappers expect to get a ransom from a husband for his kidnapped wife. He won’t pay; they can go ahead and kill his wife. So what do they do now? While You Were Sleeping is a light comedy without a lot of interpersonal conflict. So what makes it work so well? It is built on one single deception: Lucy (Sandra
Bullock) goes along with the assumption that she’s the fiancée of the man in a coma. There is a strong inner conflict that makes this movie work as burden after burden is laid on her, all stemming from the initial deception. For example, if she told the truth, it would hurt the family. Besides, it would wreck Christmas. I count eight burdens in all that
serve as the rising inner conflict in this movie, until the Showdown, when the truth is finally told. In Bridesmaids, you expect Megan to be wrong when she asserts the guy next to her is an Air Marshall. Actually, she is right. And in Toy Story, you don’t expect a toy to talk directly to a human, but that’s what Woody does in the end. Comedy utilizes the
Rule of Threes Things seem to feel right when they come in threes. It’s true in art as well as comedy dialogue. The first line is the setup line, the second establishes a pattern, and the third breaks the pattern with a twist. “I'll have four chili dogs, three jalapeno tortillas, and an Alka-Seltzer.” The third line is the punch line. In The Shawshank
Redemption, which is no comedy, the Rule of Threes is brilliantly applied to three scenes that bring a laugh with the third (punch line) scene. Red (Morgan Freeman) appears before the parole board three times. On the first two occasions, he makes an excellent case for granting parole. In both of those instances, his paperwork is stamped “Rejected.”
The third time he’s indifferent and talks honestly about the stupid kid he once was. His speech ends with this zinger: “Rehabilitated? That’s just a bullshit word, so you just go on ahead and stamp that form there, Sonny, and stop wasting my time. Truth is, I don’t give a shit.” The paperwork is stamped “Approved.” Comedy presents facades and
pretenses, and tears them down One scene from Play It Again, Sam features Allan Felix (Woody Allen) preparing for a blind date (a situation most of us can relate to—right?). He goes to extremes to impress her. He thinks he can score the first night, and that’s his pretense. He impresses her, all right, but not the way he had hoped. It’s a reversal of
what he expected. He’s brought back to earth. His “walk of shame” is hilarious. Another example of two characters with a pretense appears in Celebrity Wedding, a screenplay by Yours Truly and Greg Alt. Sam and Natalie pretend not to like each other (that’s the pretense). They have just seated themselves on a plane, thinking they have escaped
from the bad guy, Novaks. Immediately, Sam spots Novaks, who hasn’t yet spotted them. Somehow, Sam must find a way to hide Natalie’s face so that Novaks doesn’t recognize her. They have to act quickly. Watch how the pretenses are removed and the truth of their feelings for each other are revealed. (As you will read in Book III, the dash is
normally used for interruptions of speech and the ellipsis for continuation of speech. An ellipsis at the end of a sentence normally means the character did not continue her thought. When an ellipsis ends a sentence, add a period.) INT. PLANE - DAY Sam and Natalie throw themselves into two back seats. Sam leans into the aisle and spots Novaks
headed their direction, searching the passengers. SAM He’s coming. Sam turns to Natalie. Gets eye contact. She gasps just as he kisses her long and hard, hiding her face from Novaks. Novaks glances at them in disgust, then turns back. Sam releases Natalie, who is momentarily paralyzed. SAM Ah sorry. I -- ah, couldn’t think of anything else.
NATALIE Right -- I mean, I mean under the circumstances it was good. I don’t mean good good, I mean, well.... SAM We really didn’t have any other -NATALIE -- Exactly. And if we had... SAM ... We certainly would’ve -- or wouldn’t’ve.... NATALIE Absolutely. SAM (overlapping) Naturally. A brief, unbearable silence. Face to face. Instantly, they both
reach for the same in-flight magazine. SAM AND NATALIE (simultaneously) Go ahead. Disgusted with himself, Sam rips the magazine from the seat pocket and buries himself in it. Natalie pulls out the emergency flight card and fans herself. In this scene, the kiss comes as a surprise. The situation is readily identifiable in the sense that we’ve all
embarrassed ourselves at one time or another in the presence of someone we were interested in. The scene ends with a visual subtext that implies Natalie is “hot.” TELEVISION As you can imagine, television situation comedy writing is less visual than screenwriting, with less action. There may be only one or two locations. And so the emphasis is on
interpersonal conflict and dialogue. The best situation for a sitcom is one that forces the characters to be together. They live together, work together, or belong together. Sitcoms thrive with a gang of four, four main characters where each can easily be at cross-purposes with any of the others, creating more possibilities for conflict. In other words,
they can play off each other. Structurally, the sitcom opens with a teaser that says, “Boy, this is going to be really funny. Don’t change the channel during the next two minutes of commercials!” Act 1 introduces the secondary storyline and the primary storyline in succession. (Sometimes one of these is introduced in the teaser.) Act 1 ends on a turning
point that is either the most hilarious moment in the episode or is very serious. The second act resolves the primary story, then the secondary story. This is followed by a tag at the end that usually comments on the resolution. Some sitcoms present three stories or plotlines. The hour-long TV drama or comedy also opens with a teaser or prologue. Act
1 establishes what’s going on, Acts 2 and 3 develop it, Act 4 pays it off. (Note: Many shows have more than four acts.) Most shows add an epilogue. If the show is relationship-driven, an arena or setting is created in which the story can play. For example, the arena for House is a teaching hospital. The best way to break into television of any kind is
with a feature script or pilot script that you can use as a sample. It shows that you can create characters from scratch and write a story around them. Being the next great screenwriter, it’s a challenge you can meet. It goes without saying that the principles of screenwriting that we have covered up until now apply to writing teleplays as well. Note 1:
For more on television writing, see “How to format TV scripts” in Book III and “Television markets” in Book V. Note 2: This is a good time to do “Step 5—'Step-out’ your story” in the workbook, Book II. Next, read the formatting and style guide (Book III and Book IV). Then do “Step 6” and “Step 7” in the workbook. Finally, use the marketing plan in
Book V to sell your screenplay. About this workbook This workbook takes you through the seven steps of the writing process. I've tried to make it simple and easy to follow. Each step is marked with checkpoints to keep you on track. In all, there are 26 checkpoints and more than 150 key questions to help you evaluate your progress. Not every
question needs to be answered. Not every checkpoint needs to be reviewed in the order it’s presented. These are not hard-and-fast rules, but fluid guidelines to help you craft a stunning script. In fact, many writers like to begin the process by developing their characters; if you are one of those, you may want to do Step 4 before Steps 2 and 3. Some
writers allow the steps to overlap. Adapt the process to your needs. This workbook becomes a more effective tool if you've studied the primer (Book I) first and have the nascent concept for your script. Take a moment now to congratulate yourself. You are embarking on a great journey. I hope you enjoy the adventure of creating movie people and
plotting the events of their lives. May success be yours. Step 1—Summon your muse At the start of the workshop, two writing students were arguing. Sheila insisted that writing was purely a creative endeavor, while Sam argued that screenwriting was an analytical process. Back and forth they went. Finally, Robert, my teacher’s pet, chimed in. “Stop!
You’'re both right. Screenwriting is both an art and a science. The professional writer uses the head as well as the heart.” Both wondered how Robert could possibly be right. But he was, and here is why. The writing process begins with the creative urge, a desire to express something. Like a tiny seedling, an idea emerges from your heart and pushes
its way through the soil of your conscious mind. Often, several ideas will sprout. Like any birthing process, this can happen at any time and any place. And with the emergence of your idea comes that wonderful creative feeling. How do you nurture that young seedling of an idea? What makes it grow? Thought and hard work make it grow. You think
about the possibilities. Then, you blueprint the core story, which consists of a beginning, a middle, and an end. All this head work will act like a shot of adrenaline to your heart. More ideas will flow, and the story will emerge and evolve until it matures. Every writer has two natures: the heart and the head. The heart is the passionate creator, the
emotional artist, the child, the intuitive subconscious. The head is the detached critic or editor, the parent, the logical and analytical scientist or surgeon. And quite conscious of the “rules.” Good writing utilizes both natures, but often operates like an alternating current between the two. When you’re in the creative, artistic mode, you shut off the
head. You encourage the creative flow. You don’t correct the spelling or improve the grammar. You just play in your sandbox. There are no rules or restrictions. It is imperative that you remain in a relaxed state of mind; you cannot write when you’'re uptight. Relax and have fun! How do you get into that relaxed state of mind? You try by not trying. It’s
a lot like falling asleep. How do you fall asleep? You place yourself in a position where you can fall asleep, and then you don’t try. Trying to go to sleep is the definition of insomnia. So it is with drafting from the heart. Stop thinking and relax. Enjoy those childlike feelings and intuition. Once that creative energy is expended, your parental side takes
over and cleans up the mess. After all, admit it; some of what you’ve written is nonsense. Back and forth you go. You write from the heart. You edit from the head. Back and forth until the head and heart agree (or you’'ve become a schizophrenic). The good Lord gave our brain two hemispheres. Both are important. Sheila is “right-brained” and focuses
on the intuitive, artistic side of creativity. Sam is “left-brained” and focuses on the analytical, scientific side of creativity. Each should use his or her greater talent without abandoning his or her lesser talent. I sometimes worry about writers who search for formulas, who want to make writing purely a science so that they can write by the numbers.
They may want inflexible rules so they can be in control of the process. This is to be expected. Our educational system inculcates this into our minds. The secret to great writing is to be part of the process. You can’t control it. In truth, the story knows from the beginning where it’s going. There is no sweeter moment than when your characters take
over and tell you what they want to do and say. I also worry about the purists who may insist that anything written from the heart is perfect just the way it comes. That which comes easily is not necessarily good. They may be loath to edit their work for fear of breaking some divine law or harming their baby. If it were true that everything pouring from
the heart is perfect, no one would ever revise anything. There would be no second drafts, no rewriting. Just because it felt good when you wrote it doesn’t mean that it is ready for market. Writing is an evolutionary process that must be trusted. You must believe that there is a story within you. You must believe that it will find its way out. And you
must believe in your talent to nurture it into a stunning script. If you believe, and act on your belief, your muse will come to you. Now, let’s discuss the above process in a different way. THE WRITING PROCESS Becoming part of the writing process is like “getting religion.” For some writers it is almost a mystical experience. Let me provide a
suggested framework for this process. First you start off with a creative jolt, an idea that’s about a 7.0 on the Richter scale. Then you do a lot of hard thinking—hammering out a good dramatic premise—beginning, middle, and end. You write the logline in terms of character, action, opposition, and resolution. What’s the concept? Then, on wings of
song, your muse comes down from Mt. Parnassus and whispers sweet things. You write all these gems down. You visualize the one-sheet, the poster that will adorn the movie theater walls in just a couple of years or so. You ask: Do I have a story? Do I have an original concept that will pull people in? If everything feels right up till now, you begin your
research. You develop your characters using both sides of your brain. Remember, even though your characters are within you before you ever begin, once they emerge, they must take on a life of their own. With some level of understanding of your story and characters, you now construct the all-important story outline. This outline, sometimes called a
step outline, is usually made up of paragraphs, one paragraph for each scene, anywhere from 30 to 100 steps in all. (This figure can vary, depending on genre.) Many writers use 3”x5” cards, a card for each scene, and pin these cards to the wall; or they use a software application for the same purpose. Some writers need only a bare-bones outline
while others prefer a detailed outline. Whatever your method, chart the sequence of your story, alternating between your creative/intuitive nature and your evaluative/practical nature. Whenever you think you're getting off base, you write a short synopsis— about three pages—to get back on track. By now, your creative pump is primed. As instructed
by Sean Connery in Finding Forrester, write your first draft from the heart. Some of these scenes are already written from previous bursts of creative joy. Intuitively, creatively, the draft takes shape. Write the second draft from the head, analytically. Even as you approach the end of the process, the story is fluid, evolving into what it eventually wants
to be. Don’t force the process by being too rigid about scenes you have fallen madly in love with. Don’t feel confined by your original outline. Remain open to your Muse. This is just one of many ways to approach the writing process. With experience, you will find the way that works best for you. Some writers prefer to just write and allow things to
manifest themselves in the writing. The most important thing is to trust the process, relax, and believe in yourself. The story is inside you; you must let it out one way or another. So what are you waiting for? Come on. Let’s create a masterpiece! Step 2—Dream up your movie idea What if you don’t have any ideas? Here are a few tips that will help you
get those creative juices flowing. 1. Put your mind in a relaxed state through meditation or deep breathing. Visualize a natural setting where you feel safe, or drift off to the setting of your script. The right brain, the Inner Creator, always works best when the left brain, the Inner Critic, has been tranquilized. 2. Rely on the Inspiration Cycle: Input,
Incubation, Inspiration, Evaluation. After a few days of jamming your brain, relax and tell yourself that you need a breakthrough; then incubate. In other words, wait. It may take a few days. Soon enough, while falling asleep or taking a shower—Eureka! —the inspiration comes. You're flying. It may continue to flow for some time. But don’t stop when it
does. Evaluate it (the Inner Critic has been waiting for this moment) as a means of bringing on the next cycle of inspiration. 3. Stimulate the senses. Engage in a physical activity such as gardening, chopping wood, sewing, shoveling snow, fishing, dancing, aerobics, kneading clay, washing the dishes, tinkering with the car, and so on. “Mindless”
physical activity not only relaxes you, but it stimulates the senses, and sensory details will stimulate your writing. It also keeps the left brain occupied, freeing your childlike right brain. 4. Stir your creative desire by inventing writing rituals. Acquire a baseball cap and imprint or embroider the word “writer” on it. Whenever it’s time to write, you can
tell your loved ones, “I’'m wearing my writer’s cap tonight.” I know a writer who begins every session with an herb tea ceremony, instructing her “analytical brain to sleep so that the creative brain can come forth with a masterpiece.” Speaking of ceremonies, why not conduct opening and closing ceremonies for the Writer’s Olympics, starring you?
Writing should be fun, so have a good time. When I need to drop into the creative mode, I sometimes play stimulating music, usually soundtracks and classical music, because they stir my emotions and imagination. You may find it helpful to look at a painting, photo, or object that suggests theme, character, or location to you, something that pulls you
into your story. I know a writer who closes her eyes and types as she visualizes. 5. Reflect on and dip into your past. The research has already been done on your life and your world. It’s all inside you. You can draw from this well, especially when you need to feel the emotion your characters are feeling. But beware: There are pitfalls in
autobiographical writing. I'm often asked: Is it true I should write what I know? Can I base my script on something that happened to me years ago? How true to life should my characters be? Can I use myself and people I know? The general answer is you need just enough distance from these characters and incidents that they can take on a life of their
own. Writing that is too autobiographical is usually flat, with the central character often becoming an observer of life instead of an active participant. Once I read a script about a wife who was abused by her husband. The wife did nothing but complain for 90 pages. On page 100 a neighbor rescued her. The only reason I read this all the way through
was because I was paid to evaluate it. I thought to myself, “This is often how real people behave, but movie people are more willful and active.” The writer had painted herself into a creative corner. She was too close to the truth. She needed to use the energy of her personal experience and create a drama with it. Even with “true” stories, writers will
combine characters and condense time for dramatic purposes. A possible problem with autobiographical writing (and all writing, of course, is partly autobiographical) is that we usually love our central character. So we protect her. Solution? Use yourself and people you know as a basis for the fictional characters you create. Be as autobiographical as
you want—you need that energy—but create enough distance to be objective. It’s a razor’s edge that every writer must discover. 6. Carry around a recorder or notebook, or use a smart phone app. (There’s scarcely been a writing instructor or adviser who hasn’t recommended this helpful tip.) When you carry around a notebook or recording device,
you are asking your subconscious to find ideas for you. Armed with one of these tools, you’ll be more observant and open to wandering ideas looking for a home. Write down, or record, these ideas and bits as they occur to you. 7. See movies in your genre. In fact, see eight good films and two dogs. Read a screenwriting book. Read screenplays—yes!—
read screenplays, even though virtually all of them are shooting scripts replete with camera directions and lots of CAPS. Page through old movie books or books of foreign films. Attend a seminar or workshop. Remember, don’t stop learning in order to write, and don’t stop writing in order to learn. Subscribe to my newsletter at www.keepwriting.com.
8. Read and steal. Shakespeare did. Are you greater than he? Look to the classics for plot and character ideas. Creativity is not creating something out of nothing; it’s a new twist on an old idea. It’s making new combinations of old patterns. It’s converting the Big Dipper into the Little Ladle. Creativity is disrupting the regular thought patterns to
create a new way of connecting. Gutenberg took the wine press and the coin punch and created the first printing press. Read fairy tales, folklore, mythology, and history. Many classic plots can be easily adapted. Romeo and Juliet became West Side Story and Titanic. Faust became Damn Yankees, Rosemary’s Baby, Wall Street, and Blue Chips.
Homer’s Odyssey became Falling Down and O Brother, Where Art Thou? The Tempest has been transformed into several movies. Pygmalion became My Fair Lady, which became She’s All That. Moby Dick became The Life Aquatic with Steve Zissou. How many Frankenstein plots can you identify (including a subplot of Spider-Man 2)? How about “King
Midas,” “Jack the Giant Killer,” and “Cinderella”/Pretty Woman plots? Maybe it’s time for your character to take the Hero’s Journey (see “Myth” in Book I). Try variations and twists of plots. How about a modern update of Lord of the Flies or some other classic? Just make sure that any work you adapt is in the public domain. (Refer to the index for
more on adaptations.) 9. Visit parks, airports, parties, courtrooms, crisis centers, or other places where people are likely to congregate or be in some kind of transition. This will help you look for character and story details. You may even find someone to be a character in your script. 10. Read the news. “Giant White Caught Off New England Coast”
was the headline that inspired Jaws. “80-Year-Old Widow Weds 17-Year-Old Boy” inspired Harold and Maude. TV and radio talk shows can give you ideas for topics that are current. A bulletin board at work inspired The Usual Suspects. If you are aware of a true story that would work for a TV or cable movie (and if it’s not a big story that has already
attracted producer-types), then buy an option to the story’s rights and write the script. (See Book V for more on true stories.) 11. Understand dramatic structure. This needs to be emphasized. Sometimes you’'re stuck because you’ve violated some principle of dramatic structure. Use this in connection with #7 above. I've heard many writers credit a
book or seminar for helping them work through a writing problem. 12. Be open to radical change. Be flexible. I once changed the gender of my central character to energize a tired story. Maybe you should open your story on your current page 30 instead of page 1. Ask questions. Ask the “what if” question. What if an earth child was accidentally left
behind on another planet? What if my central character’s mother is a jackal? Be open to any ideas, and any criticism. Everything goes. Nothing’s written in stone until the shoot wraps. 13. Write what you care about, what you have passion for. What type of movie do you like to watch? That may be the type of movie you ought to write. Discover and
follow what fascinates you. 14. Use the energy from pet peeves and gripes. Writing what you feel strongly about will help you keep going when the going gets tough. And keep in mind that the process of writing one script will generate ideas for other scripts and will grease the works for future creative success. 15. Try clustering. It’s a technique that
naturally summons your creativity and eliminates anxiety. Get a clean sheet of paper and write your story problem, concept, or character about halfway down the page. Draw a circle around it. Now brainstorm, using free association. Whatever comes to mind, write it down, circle it, and connect it to its parent (or simply make a list). Go with any ideas
that float by, regardless of how bizarre or strange. Keep your hand moving. If you have a moment when no idea comes, doodle in the corner until it does. Within about five minutes, you’ll have a feeling of what you’'re supposed to do. An insight will come, the solution will be revealed, or a new idea will leap into your mind. If nothing happens, just stay
relaxed. This is something that can’t be forced. 16. Interview. Interviewing experts in specific fields can result in ideas. One client emerged from an interview with his grandfather (an expert on life) with three story ideas. Another client was blocked about certain characters—who they were and how they talked. He solved the problem by interviewing
each of his characters (in his imagination) and asking them the questions listed under “Checkpoint 11” in this book. Out came history, attitudes, goals, and so on. Review the section on research (“9. A Writer Who Cares” in Book I). 17. Confront your blocks. List all your barriers to writing and communicate with them; that is, turn your barrier into an
object or person and write a dialogue. In this free-writing exercise, an insight will come to you. Yes, you can overcome the barrier. Keep in mind that the master key to overcoming writer’s block is to realize that it’s no big deal, just an occupational hazard. The real problem is when you panic. Blocks are just part of the writing process. In fact, a block
is a blessing in disguise because now that your “head” is stymied, your subconscious is free to break through. So relax. Have fun. Trust the process. 18. If you have been hired to develop a screenplay for a production company or have received “notes” on your own script, don’t be afraid of constraints. They will actually help you be more creative. For
example, Joseph Stefano and Alfred Hitchcock had so many constraints when writing and directing Psycho, they were “forced” to be creative in the now classic shower scene. There is no nudity, no knife appearing to penetrate a body, and no gore in that scene; it’s all implied. I was hired once by a producer to write a low-budget script; she gave me a
list of about 20 parameters. I could light one guy on fire; I could include a crash of two late model cars; I could only have one outdoor set; I could only have five characters; and so on. At first I was chagrined, but I reframed the situation. It was a lot of fun figuring out how to work within my constraints. In such situations, I suggest you set your
emotional resistance aside and embrace this paradox of creativity. Once you have a hat full of story ideas, you can search for the nuggets, the genuine movie concepts, the premises that have commercial potential. Consider reviewing the chapter, “The lowdown on high concept” in Book I. What follows is the first of many checkpoints in this book; all
are intended as guidelines or indicators you can use to evaluate your script. CHECKPOINT 1 « How solid is your story idea, premise, or concept? Is it naturally intriguing, or just average, requiring perfect execution in the script? ¢« Will it appeal to a mass audience? Or is it just right for a niche market? ¢ ¢ ¢ « Is it fresh? Original? Provocative?
Commercial? Does hearing it make people say, “I want to see that!”? Is it large enough in scope to appear on the silver screen? Does it have “legs”—stand on its own as a story without big stars? CHECKPOINT 2 ¢ ¢ ¢ « « Do you have a working title that inspires you? Will this title titillate the audience? Is it a “grabber”? Does it convey something of
your story concept or theme? Does it conjure up an image or an emotion? Is it short enough to appear on a marquee (not always necessary)? CHECKPOINT 3 Imagine how your movie will be advertised. Then, on a sheet of paper, sketch out the one-sheet (movie poster) for your movie. What is the tagline or logline? ¢ Is there a striking visual image
that will stop passersby? ¢ Is there a headline that plays off the title or conveys a high concept? « Will people (in a general market or niche market) want to see this movie? Step 3—Develop your core story What is your story about? You need to know this and you need to know it now. There are producers who believe that if you can’t tell them your
story in a sentence or two, there isn’t a story. They may be right. A story presents a character who wants something and who is opposed by at least one other character. This opposition causes conflict and a series of critical events, all leading to the Crisis and Showdown at the end. What follows is a quick review of the critical events (plot points) in
virtually all dramas and comedies. (See Book I for a complete explanation of each.) As you know, not all movies follow this exact pattern, and yours may not as well. The point is to create a brief sketch of the main events of your story. Although outlining is the fifth step in the process, it could certainly be done at this point if you prefer. BACKSTORY
This is an event that happens before the movie begins. It’s usually traumatic enough that it haunts the character throughout the story, often giving rise to a character flaw (as in Casablanca). In some cases, it’s an overall situation from the past (as with Hiccup in How to Train Your Dragon, who has always been an embarrassment to his father, the
village chief). In some movies, there is no Backstory (as in Psycho). Sometimes the backstory is shown as the first scene in the movie and is generally followed by a jump in time to the “present day” story (as in Vertigo and The Sixth Sense). On rare occasions, it involves the historical past (as in Argo). CATALYST Your story starts out in balance, but
the Catalyst upsets that balance (usually around page 10), giving the central character a desire, problem, need, goal, mission, or something to do. The story now has direction and movement. In How to Train Your Dragon, the Catalyst is when Hiccup makes a dragonkilling weapon because he is told he must capture a dragon. BIG EVENT This is an
event that changes your central character’s life in a big way, thus the Big Event. It comes in around pages 20 to 30. This is when Hiccup shoots down a Night Fury and is unable to kill him in How to Train Your Dragon. MIDPOINT (OR PINCH) About halfway through the script, there is another major plot twist. It is often a point of no return for the
central character, or the moment when the character becomes fully committed, or when the motivation is strengthened or becomes clear. In How to Train Your Dragon, It’s when Astrid discovers that Hiccup his trained Toothless, the Night Fury he earlier shot down. This is a point of no return for Hiccup. CRISIS This is an event that forces a crucial
decision. Often it is simply the low point in the story, the moment when all looks lost (as in Avatar), or when the lovers are separated (as in Pretty Woman). It’s when Benjamin Franklin Gates is abandoned underground by Ian in National Treasure. In How to Train Your Dragon, Hiccup is stuck in the village while Vikings take Toothless to the dragon
lair. SHOWDOWN (OR CLIMAX) This is when the central character and opposition character square off. It’s the final battle or fight in each of the Star Wars movies, and the final struggle between the Incredible family and Syndrome in The Incredibles. In How to Train Your Dragon, Hiccup and Toothless defeat the monster dragon. REALIZATION Just
after the Showdown, or during it, or occasionally before it, the audience realizes that your central character has grown, changed, or figured something out. In Little Miss Sunshine, it’s at the end of the dance, when the family admires how important the family is; and of course, with How to Train Your Dragon, Hiccup understands that he is useful and
that he has changed his village’s view of dragons. Let’s look at a few other examples. DAVE Backstory: Not great at finding jobs for people; divorced. Catalyst: Dave is asked to pretend he’s President. Big Event: The real President becomes comatose; Dave “becomes” President. Midpoint: Dave acts as President and defies the Chief of Staff. Crisis: The
Chief of Staff implicates Dave in a scandal. Showdown: Dave defeats the Chief of Staff at a joint session of Congress. Realization: I can help people find jobs—Dave runs for office. TWINS Backstory: Vincent abandoned by his mother. Catalyst: Vincent meets his brother Julius. Big Event: Vincent is saved by his brother, so he takes him in. Midpoint:
Vincent meets the scientist, believes Julius really is his brother. Crisis: Vincent must choose between his brother and $5 million. Showdown: Together, Vincent and Julius trick the bad guy. Realization: I'm not genetic garbage—Vincent finds his mother. THE KING’S SPEECH Backstory: Bertie is teased by his brother and denied food by his nanny.
Catalyst: Bertie’s disasterous speech at Wembley. Big Event: Bertie meets Lionel, the speech therapist. Midpoint: The King dies; Bertie opens up to Lionel. Crisis: Bertie learns that Lionel has no credentials. Showdown: Bertie’s first wartime speech as king. Realization: I have a voice and will be a good king; Lionel is a good friend. NOTE: Screenwriter
David Seidler outlined backwards: “I knew my final piece was going to be the speech.... So I knew what I was headed for. It was just working out how to get there.” Reportedly, Francis Ford Coppola wrote from the final scene backwards. THE HAND THAT ROCKS THE CRADLE Peyton (Central Character) Claire (Heroine) Backstory and Catalyst:
Hub’s suicide; no family. Molested by doctor. Big Event: Gets Claire to hire her. Hires Peyton. Midpoint: Gets Solomon kicked out. Fires Solomon. Crisis: Kicked out of the house. Asthma attack. Showdown: Battle with Claire. Battle with Peyton. Realization: None. I trust my instincts (trusts Solomon w/child). CHECKPOINT 4 Write the logline or
concept statement for your story. « Who is your central character? « What is his/her main goal? (This is the goal that drives the story.) * Why is the goal so important to him/her? « Who is trying to stop your character from achieving the goal? CHECKPOINT 5 Identify the parameters of your story. * What is the genre (action, adventure, thriller,
romantic comedy, etc.)? « What is the time and setting? « What is the emotional atmosphere, and the mood? « What, if any, story or character limits exist? CHECKPOINT 6 » « ¢ ¢ « « « « « What is the Catalyst that gives your central character a direction? What Big Event really impacts your character’s life? Is there a strong, rising conflict throughout
Act 2? Does the conflict build? Or just become repetitive? Is there a pinch, a twist in the middle, that divides Act 2 in half and more fully motivates your character? What terrible Crisis will your character face? Will the Crisis force a life/death decision, and/or make the audience fret about how things will turn out in the end? How does your story end?
What is the Showdown? In the end, does your character learn something new? Or is his/her growth (positive or negative) made apparent? Or does he/she receive any recognition in the end? CHECKPOINT 7 Now write out your core story in three paragraphs, one for the beginning, one for the middle, and one for the end. Paragraph 1 will end with the
Big Event, paragraph 2 with the Crisis. Obviously, you cannot include all of the characters in this brief synopsis. Once this is done, reevaluate your story. Step 4—Create your movie people Your central character wants something specific. That something is the goal. The character, who is conscious of this desire, strives for it throughout most of the
story. Of course, the character is opposed by at least one other person. In most stories, the character also has an inner need, something she may not be consciously aware of until the Crisis. This need is a yearning for the one thing that will bring true happiness or fulfillment to the character. The need is blocked by a flaw, usually a form of selfishness
or hubris. The flaw emerges from a past traumatic event—the Backstory. The main plot of most movies is driven by the goal. It’s the Outside/Action Story. The main subplot is driven by the need. It’s the Inside/Emotional Story. It is usually focused on the primary relationship in the story. It’s concerned with character dynamics. The Outside/Action
Story is the spine; it holds things together. The Inside/Emotional Story is the heart; it touches the audience with the key relationship. To make the Outside/Action Story and Inside/Emotional Story work, you need to understand your movie people and how they function. (See “Two Stories in One” in Book I for a detailed explanation.) CHECKPOINT 8
Does your central character have the following? * An outside goal (or series of goals) that the audience will care about? ¢ A powerful, personal motivation for achieving the goal? * An opposition character in a position of strength, capable of doing great damage? * The will to act against opposition, and to learn and grow? ¢ Human emotions, traits,
values, and imperfections that people can identify with? ¢ A particular point of view of life, the world, and/or self, giving rise to attitudes? ¢ Details, extensions, idiosyncrasies, and/or expressions that are uniquely his/hers? ¢ A life and voice (dialogue) of his/her own? ¢ A key event from the past that has given rise to a character flaw? ¢ An inner need
that he/she may be unaware of at first? CHECKPOINT 9 Evaluate your other main characters (and especially your opposition character) by the criteria of Checkpoint 8. Each should have at least a goal or intention in the story. The more depth you can give them, the more interesting they will appear. CHECKPOINT 10 Your movie people have
sociological, psychological, and physiological characteristics. Use the following to provoke your creative thought. Sociology Occupation Education Criminal record Birthplace/upbringing Ethnic roots Religion Past/present home life Political views Social status Hobbies Affiliations Private life Work history Work environment Personal life Physiology
Height/weight Build or figure Attractiveness Appearance Hair/eyes Voice quality Defects/scars Health/strength Complexion Clothing Physical skills Athletic ability Psychology Fears/phobias Secrets Attitudes Prejudices Values/beliefs Inhibitions Pet peeves Complexes Addictions Superstitions Habits Moral stands Ambitions Motivations Temperament
Personal problems Imagination Likes/dislikes Intelligence Disposition CHECKPOINT 11 These are questions to ask of any of your movie people: * How do you handle stress, pressure, relationships, problems, emotion? ¢ Are you extroverted or shy? Intuitive or analytical? Active or passive? * What’s your most traumatic experience? Most thrilling
experience? ¢ Essentially, who are you? What is at your core? « What is your dominant trait? « What do you do and think when you’re alone and no one will know? ¢« How do you feel about yourself? « How do you feel about the other people in the story? « Who are the most important people in your life? « How do you relate to each? « What’s the worst
(and best) thing that could happen to you? ¢ What are you doing tonight? Tomorrow? ¢« Where do you want to be 10 years from now? CHECKPOINT 12 ¢« How does your central character grow or change throughout the story? ¢ Did any of your characters suffer a traumatic event or “emotional wound” before the movie begins that expresses itself as a
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