Crafty TV Writing
-groundbreaking shows have forced the networks – now five of them – to push the envelope on language, nudity, moral darkness, and narrative invention

-that means an offbeat story has more of a chance of finding a home on TV than it does in a movie theater

-a TV series is a relationship.  Its world lasts.  Each episode shares that world and fleshes it out.  We get to know the same core characters better, coming to love or hate them.  A series tells stories with a consistent tone, reusing the same narrative structure, allowing it to concentrate on the richness of those stories
-as a writer, you’re the person who’ll spend the most time with your characters and their stories

-if you’re a TV writer, you can get to play in the world you and your fellow writers have created for as long as your show runs

-that’s fun.  It also means that TV is about twice as hard to write as movies.  How do you find a format that can sustain 100 episodes?  How do you create characters who will be consistently compelling over that many stories?  How do you find a tone you want to sustain from fall through to spring?  How do you lure the same viewers back week after week?

The answer is the template.  Every TV show, whether drama or comedy, fiction or ‘reality’, had hidden rules that define what it does – the format of the storytelling, the goods that every episode must deliver.  Delivering those goods according to the template’s hidden rules, while still keeping your stories surprising and compelling, makes TV writing hard

-if writing a movie is a one-night stand, writing TV is like a marriage.  There are a lot more rules, and you have to work at it harder.  But you get an experience that’s richer and deeper, that can fulfill you for years or even decades

-you need to know everything a feature film writer needs to know, plus a whole ‘nother basket of knowledge about “act outs,” “core cast,” character revelation, and how to play nice in the writing room

-in American television, the person running the show is almost by definition an experienced writer who is in charge of the show’s creative vision.  Usually the showrunner came up with the idea for the series in the first place

Hidden Structures of a TV Series

-the essence of a successful TV show is consistency.  Audiences tune in every week to see compelling stories told in a consistent way.  They tune in each week to see the same thing

-from the moment a show establishes what it is, it needs to stick to whatever that is.  If it does that thing well, its audience will build.  If no one really wants to see that thing, its audience will drift off and the show will get cancelled.  But if it can’t figure out what that thing is, it’s going to get dropped even faster

-shows have to be consistent below the surface, too.  A series has to maintain its tone.  Viewers tune into a show with a certain frame of mind, and if they’re looking for dark, the show better deliver dark.  A series has a core cast.  Viewers tune in to see characters they’ve come to love, and if the episode doesn’t show those characters in compelling stories, those viewers are going to feel dissatisfied.  A show may have a preferred sort of ending.

-every show has territory it’s willing to explore and territory where it won’t go

-every TV series has a deep structure, a template, which is simply the sum of all things that must remain consistent from episode to episode

-many fascinating shows never manage to nail down exactly what goods they’re delivering; or if the writers know, the audience can’t figure it out fast enough.  That’s why some shows sometimes find a home on DVD.  In that medium they can build an audience over time, the way movies do, by word of mouth and reviews.

-some of the elements of a show’s template are: a hook, an attractive fantasy, characters we never get tired of, its venue, its genre, its tone, its program length, its network and time slot

-in the movies, a hook is a basic premise that makes you want to read the script if you’re a produces or agent, and make you want to see the movie if you’re an audience member.  In television, a show has a hook when its basic situation makes people want to watch the show before they’ve heard anything else about it.

-so long as you’re hooking enough people, the show stays on the air.  That’s what modern television is all about.

-not all TV shows have conceptual hooks.  Many sitcoms are vehicles for a star or for a hot comic talent the network hopes will become a star

-some vehicles work, some don’t

-great characters to get involved in great stories

-if a hook gets us watching, what keeps us watching?

-we watch shows because the characters are in a situation that we’d like to be in
-we feel we could be them; by watching the show, we get to enter their lives

-the attraction may be that the characters’ lives feel more important than ours

-like us, they worry about making the rent, and falling in love.  But their jobs are immediately, viscerally urgent.  We get to step out of our lives and into theirs

-these are the fantasies that attract us to the worlds of these shows.  Whatever keeps us coming back to spend time in the world of the show is what I call the show’s attractive fantasy.  A show can also have a negative fantasy.  The characters are dealing with problems like the ones we face but worse.
-we can step outside anytime we like

-comedy is often based on a negative fantasy.  If we can see the comedy in other people’s lives, we can laugh at our own

-shows often offer both attractive and negative fantasies

-what both fantasies have in common is that everything on TV is exciting.  TV is compressed time – life without dull bits.

-you can’t really choose whether to have an attractive fantasy or a negative one.  It’s inherent in the premise.  But understanding what the attractive fantasy of a show is enables you to deliver the goods for that show

-a TV show doesn’t need a hook.  It doesn’t need an attractive fantasy.  The one thing no television show can live without is a great cast of characters

-with rare exceptions, a movie is its plot.  The characters exist to flesh out a story.  If you know what the movie story is, you can create the characters you need to tell that story.

-when a network greenlights a TV series, traditionally they are buying a format they hope will be able to support at least 100 episodes

-in sitcoms, stories almost always come from challenging your character’s flaws, longings, and fears.

-your characters are a source of most of your stories
-but much more important, characters are why the audience keeps tuning into a show

-people tune in to show’s because they care about the characters and want to see what’s going to happen next in their lives.  They become members of our extended family

-we want to know what’s happening with them

-TV characters populate our lives in some of the ways real friends do.  We worry about them.  We think about them what we would do in their shoes.  We talk about them behind their backs.  We can’t wait to see them again, and if we discover they’re off on a vacation somewhere, incommunicado, we feel disappointed and a little lonely
-it’s like you develop an addiction for them.  So writing TV requires a much more thorough knowledge of the human psyche

-note that we may not necessarily like all the characters on a TV show.  We just have to care about them

-there is a general belief among network executives that characters, particularly central characters, should be likable
-I don’t think there is a need to make characters likable.  You need to make them interesting

-the cable shows were doing so much better, because they could widen out the literary field and bring us people who weren’t necessarily likable

-a TV show is its characters.  When you describe a TV show, you’re describing the characters and the situations they’re in

-the TV audiences can get very attached to a show’s characters

-characters are the whole deal.  We’ll tolerate huge plot problems if we’re loving the characters and the way they deal with their extraordinary lives

-you can put characters in the most ridiculous situations, and if they’re good characters, people will laugh at the situations and buy the jeopardy 

-but the audience will forgive a lot of those things if you have characters that they care about – you can have all the fun in the world if your characters are consistent and their jeopardy is believable

-though almost every movie has a main character, not every TV show does

-it is true for any character, but particularly for a lead, that he is defined as much by what he would never do as what he will usually do  
-have at least on romantic triangle in his core cast, as an endless source of friction

-your lead-character may also be a point-of-view (POV) character, through whom we see all the stories unfold

-having a POV character doesn’t require having her narrate, only that the stories are told through her emotional point of view

-the core cast are the characters you see in every episode of a show

-for each core cast member, you can assume that at least some of the audience is watching the show solely to see what the character is up to this week

-so, when you’re writing a show, you have to serve your core cast
-core cast members are almost never absent from stories; stories are almost never without core cast members.  Even a C story will usually revolve around a core cast member

-another way of looking at the cast of a TV show is not as a bunch of characters but as a web of relationships.  They define themselves by how they relate to the other characters on the show

-its the relationships between characters that define the show

-characters rarely develop on TV.  TV characters don’t change.  Their relationships with other characters change, and we learn new things about them.  They may change jobs.  But they don’t change who they are

-in movies, characters are supposed to develop.  But on TV, they don’t.  They may learn a lesson during an episode but they always seem to forget the lesson by the beginning of the next episode

-if your characters change, the dynamics between them changes.  The conflicts between your core cast should be an endless source of stories; if those conflicts get resolved, or no longer become important to a character because he’s moved on in his life, you’ve removed a source of dramatic conflict.  That means you’ve just lost a source of stories

-a character on television never fills the hole in his soul that you put there; he’d stop being interesting if he did.  Instead he will continue to attempt to fill it in different ways; and there’s your stories.  The moment a character is contented, after all, his story’s over

-what replaces character development is character revelation.  As a series goes along, you’ll see the characters flesh out.  You’ll learn more about them.  You’ll understand better who they are and how they got that way.  They’ll never change who they are, but they’ll become deeper and richer characters

-TV writers don’t try to create a lot of backstory for their characters

-we get to know them the way we get to know real people, by watching what they do and how they are

-as a general rule, the less backstory, the better – unless it’s crucial to the episode’s story.  If you have a revelation to make, don’t throw it away as exposition.  Make an episode out of it

-recurring characters are characters who keep coming back, but who don’t have to be in every episode

-usually, recurring cast belong to aspects of the main character’s lives that aren’t always part of the story you’re telling: parents, spouses, and kids.  Unlike core cast, recurring characters can change

 -a TV show will usually have standing sets: a fictional setting created in a totally controllable soundproof studio where as much of the weekly action as possible takes place

-TV lends itself to shows that have one or two basic venues and don’t go gallivanting all around the globe.  That’s why so many TV shows are set in a home, a work-place, or a home and a workplace

-if you’re trying to come up with good TV pitches, remember that the ideal TV series venue is one where fresh stories naturally walk in the door every week

-networks prefer episodic shows because they don’t have to worry whether viewers miss one

-episodic shows are easier to write, too, because the writer only has to worry about what’s happening this episode, into the ramifications of a whole season arc

-a spec is a sample episode of a current show, which you write in order to demonstrate your writing ability

-demographics are the makeup of the audience for the show

-the conventional wisdom is that adults want to watch stories about adults and kids mostly want to watch stories about kids

-different time slots have different demographics

-each network has its own intended demographic

-every age group, every cultural group and every demographic group, is in the process of getting media packaged expressly for its members

-you should know a show’s demographics before you write it.  Before you tell a story, you should know whom you’re telling it to.  You are telling stories to an audience.  Demographics are who that audience is.

-a show’s template is theoretically laid out in a document called the show’s bible

Great Episode Ideas

 -a good episode delivers the goods on the show’s template.  It provides all the elements in the show’s template (hook, attractive fantasy, core characters, etc) that people are tuning in for

-a good episode has an emotional heart.  We have to care about what’s going to happen, and the story has to move us

-a great episode gives us fresh insight into the characters and maybe, ourselves.  A great episode also leaves the viewer wanting to watch the next episode as soon as possible

-in the beginning is the springboard: simply a promising story in a nutshell

-a good story, in TV or any other medium has these basic elements:

1) A compelling central character

2) with a goal, a problem, or an opportunity

3) who faces obstacles, and/or an antagonist

4)  If he succeeds, he and/or the world wins something he didn’t have before (stakes), and/or

5) if he fails, he and/or the world is worse off than if he hadn’t tried (jeopardy)

-a springboard should contain these elements, either implicitly or explicitly

-your central character will be one of the show’s core cast.   All of them should be compelling

-the goal, problem, or opportunity may be implicit

-in an internally driven show, the core cast themselves are often each other’s antagonists

-your protagonist, or his world, should have something to gain (the stakes)

-your protagonist, or his world, should be in jeopardy

-in television, jeopardy is probably more common than stakes.  That’s because the world doesn’t change much on a TV show

-it’s easier to put something at risk that the characters already have.  Then they can win – succeed in keeping it – without changing the setup of the show

-jeopardy is endless

-the jeopardy or stakes may be implicit, but they must be clear.  We have to have something to root for or root against.  That’s what draws us into the story

-a great story springboard perfectly fulfills the show’s template.  It uses the show’s central conflict to tell a new story or deepen an old one

-in a properly constructed show, the main character wants something that he is never going to get

-how the characters struggle to get what they want is the essence of any show.  In a great episode, the central conflict takes the characters into new story territory.  It gives them new wounds, creating new reasons to separate them from what they want.  Or it takes them deeper into old territory, making their old wounds deeper, intensifying the old reason they can’t have what they want

-a great story idea challenges your characters.  Characters are defined by their strengths and weaknesses.  A great episode challenges a character’s weakness or strength – it forces a character to overcome or at least face one of his flaws, or turns on of his virtues into a risk factor

-“Use your faults; use your defects. They will make you a star”

-in all of these cases, it’s the character’s strength or weakness that causes the situation to be a problem

-it’s the flaw or strength that makes it a story
-another way of looking at the same thing is that a character is defined by what he tends to do, and by what he would never do willingly

-if there’s something your character would never do, then putting him in a situation where doing exactly that is apparently his only way out, is a good way of creating a convincing story
-a great springboard uses the show’s template to do something another show can’t do

-how to come up with great springboards?

-Keep a File.  Many writers keep extensive ones.  Any time a story idea comes to you, write it down

-Steal from What is Going on Around You

-Steal from Your Own Life.  What’s the weirdest, most stressful thing that’s happened to you lately?  Ever?  What’s bugging you right now?  How could you rework that as an episode springboard?

-Steal from the Audience’s Life

-likewise, if you’re writing for an adult audience, they’re worried about promotions, respect at work, balancing work and home, their kids and their parents

-Steal from Literature

-a great episode challenges a core character’s fears and weaknesses.  So use that principle to generate ideas:  What would your lead most hate to do?
-Challenge your Character’s Strengths.  If your characters is especially good at something, that can get him into trouble that no one else can

-Tempt your Core Cast with Their Goals.  Give a core cast member the chance to get what she’s always wanted.  Now deny it


Fresh Opportunity + Fresh Obstacle = Fresh Story

-a familiar conflict in new packaging – that’s practically a definition of a good television springboard

-find a really nasty jam to put the hero in.  Then work backward to figure out how the hero got there, and work forward to see what he does about it

-Find a Great Ending and Work Backward from There

-Consider Silly Ideas

-Steal Plot Elements.  From old books, movies, and even TV shows

-what is the element of conflict, what is the area of conflict and what is the hero’s flaw, what does he need to learn

-what sort of springboards should you rule out?  In increasing order of awfulness, here are some no-nos:
-Episodes that Could Be Done Equally Well on Any of a Dozen Other Shows

-Stealing Entire Plots from Other TV Shows

-remember, the audience may not remember exactly where they saw that story line before, but they know you stole it

-An Episode with No Emotional Heart.  People watch television to be caught up in a story more emotionally, whether it’s to laugh, cry, wince, or be scared for a character’s sake.  A good episode takes the audience through an experience that moves them.  To move the audience, the protagonist has to be moved by what he is going through; if he doesn’t care, we won’t either

-Betray a Character.  We get to know their quirks, their fears, their hopes, and their past.  They become part of our extended family.  If you get those characters wrong, the audience (or the reader) is going to be mad at you

-if you have a character violate the core of his personality, the audience will feel it doesn’t know the character anymore.  They will stop watching the show
-simply failing to get the characters right makes a bad episode, but getting them positively wrong is a killer

-An Episode that Resolves a Central Conflict of the Show.  This is the most dangerous thing you can do on TV

-for a show to last more than seven years, its central conflict may have to evolve

-for most shows, you’ll need more than one great springboard

-the most prominent story in an episode – starring the lead character if there is one – is called the A story.  The lesser stories are the B and C stories

-A B story is still a substantial story; a C story is slight.  Writers might say that an episode with a big story and two inconsequential secondary stories has an “A story and two C stories.”  An episode with two fairly substantial stories of about equal prominence might be said to have “two B stories.”  A series of moments or gags that connect but don’t really add up to a proper story is called a runner

-on staff, you typically plot the A stories out much further into the future than the B and C stories, which get moved around from episode to episode for all sorts of real – world issues

-if your show is a sitcom, all your stories will be comic

-on some shows, all the stories in an episode are related by a theme – a different one for each episode

Writing the Script

-movies don’t really have acts.  TV really does have acts.  Every ten minutes or so, we cut to a commercial.  That’s an act break.  The flow of narrative stops

-a television show lives in fear of its audience abandoning it

-a movie audience is captive.  They’ve already paid their money

-TV supports itself by selling eyeballs.  The more eyeballs watching a show, the more the network can charge advertisers for airing commercials on that show

-television shows spend a lot of effort making sure that you don’t click over to another show.  They do it with teasers, tags, and act outs.  

-the teaser is the first segment of the show.  It’s intended to pull you in.  It often sets up the A story.

-the tag is the last segment on the show.  It’s where you tie up the episode’s loose ends.  It can be a goofy afterthought that shows the characters returned to equilibrium after they’ve been through all the stress of the episode

 -no matter what, the ultimate point of a tag is to get the audience to tune in again next week.
-not all shows separate their tag from their last act with a commercial; in that case your tag is both your Act Four Out and your episode out
-in between the teaser and the tag are the acts.  Half-hour comedies have two or, more commonly, three acts.  One-hour dramas have four acts.  The last thing that happens before the commercial – whatever the act “goes out on “– is called the act out.
-it is supposed to be an event so compelling that you absolutely must stay tuned to find out what happens next

-an act out is typically a cliffhanger, a situation where the outcome is up in the air.  The jeopardy or stakes can be physical, emotional, or moral

-if the audience wants to find out how the situation turned out, they’re going to have to leave the remote alone
-the last act, of course, resolves the episodes story

-there you want to leave the audience with a satisfied feeling so they’ll tune in again

-when you’re plotting an episode, the act outs are nearly as important as the acts themselves
-breaking the story down into teasers, tags, acts, and act outs is called breaking story; the document you are working up is a breakdown.  It tells, story line by story line, what happens in each act and how you’re ending each act.  You’re not weaving the story lines together yet; you’re not even including every step each story will take.  You’re just going story by story, act by act, sketching what will happen

-the teaser, or first or second scene of Act One, will typically establish the episode’s driving question: the problem the hero must solve.  The rest of Act One shows the hero trying plan A: the most direct solution to the problem.  The Act One out often shows the hero that the easy fix is not going to work; or it shows us that the hero is in more jeopardy than he thought

-Act Two will develop the story further in the same direction, but the Act Two out often takes the story in a sharply new direction

-Act Three has the hero pursuing the new direction, but the Act Three out often leaves him in the worst jeopardy he’s been in so far.  It doesn’t have to be physical jeopardy – moral or emotional jeopardy is fine.  The point is to put the hero at maximum risk

-Act Four shows him resolving his jeopardy and solving the problem, with the main conflict wrapped up by the Act Four out

Example:

Teaser: A fabulous treasure is stolen by unknown thieve

Act One: The hero learns about the treasure.  He finds the thieves in their hideout.  But (act out) the treasure isn’t there

Act Two: The hero learns that the treasure is hidden in a tree, but (act out) discover’s he’s got the wrong tree

Act Three:  The hero climbs up the right tree but (act out) the three catches fire

Act Four:  The hero grabs the treasure and makes his way down the burning tree

Tag: We learn (though the hero might not) that the treasure is really a deadly weapon

-typically, at the top of each act there are a few lines of dialogue to recap where we are, for audience members who’ve clicked over from another show, or who weren’t paying enough attention
-comedy comes in two formats, two act and three act.  Single camera half-hour shows are almost always three acts
-with three camera, you can’t rely on cinematography to help the story.  Your scenes will tend to be longer, more dialogue driven set pieces

-single-camera format allows you to do more with camera and editing than three-camera format.  That gives you the latitude to compress more plot into the same 22 minutes

-the basic formula for a single camera half hour is:
Act One: Establish the problems your heroes are going to deal with.  What a mess!

Act Two:  The heroes try to solve the problems but only complicate matters.  Now we’re wondering how they’re going to get out of this

Act Three: The heroes ingeniously solve their problems and end up where they started

-commonly, the act outs belong to the A story.  But they don’t have to, and a smashing act out in the B story early on can save you when your A story is just slowly building
-if you can’t get the act outs to behave, you sometimes have to junk an otherwise perfectly good story (yes, they’re that important

-breaking story is the process of turning springboards into the bones of a story

-the point of a well-run writing room is that anyone can have an idea, and everybody will, but only the best idea will survive.  When you’re breaking story, the story has to convince everyone in the room.  It’s easy for you to write a story that convinces yourself, but only a really good story will convince a roomful of experienced story editors

-try to compress your action stories so they take place in as little time as is plausible.  Surprisingly often, this is no more than two days and a night.  The shorter the episode’s time line, the more urgent everything seems
-it “forces you to throw out the extraneous stuff”

-character-based stories seem to work best if their time line is shorter than a week, but here again, the more compression the better

-a beat is the smallest unit of storytelling.  It is a piece of the story in which something happens

-a scene is continuous action in a single place.  A scene continues until you cut away to a new scene in a new setting

-a beat sheet is the entire episode told beat by beat.  A breakdown keeps the A, B, and C stories separate, to make it clearer whether they’re working or not.  A beat sheet weaves the stories together in the order you intend them to appear in the episode

-a half-hour beat sheet could be three to six pages long, single-spaced; a one-hour beat sheet could be six to fifteen pages long.  A beat sheet is as long as it needs to be to tell the story efficiently
-the A, B, and C stories should be balanced so that no single act is too heavy with one particular story line.  Generally, the A story has more beats than the B story, which has more than the C story

-how many beats there are depends on the pace of the storytelling.  In general, the pace of storytelling and dialogue has been speeding up

-the point of writing a beat sheet first is to allow you to get a clear sense of the way the story will flow

-the beats should be written as clearly and simply as possible.  This is a document for you.  You’re not trying to sell the story to an outsider; you’re just trying to grasp the story all at once

-if your beat sheet is to detailed, it defeats the purpose of recounting the story in broad strokes

-in your beat sheet, try to make sure each scene raises a question – whether an emotional or a plot question, whether implicit or explicit – that a later scene answers.  That’s what pulls the audience through the story

-you should know, at a minimum, who’s in the scene and where it takes place.  You should know what each character wants going into the scene, and what the conflict is.  You should know what twists happen and where the characters are going to end up
-try to solve as many story problems as possible in the beat sheet.  Anything that’s a problem in the beat sheet will stay a problem
-having a beat sheet that seems to work does not guarantee that the script will work.  Some story problems only become apparent once you write the script

-as with breakdowns, or any story anywhere, the best way to make sure the beats work is to run through them out loud with someone else

-I’d like to take a moment here to stress that the most powerful single tool in screenwriting of any kind is telling your story out loud.  Preferably without notes

-when you tell a story out loud, it is a fluid, living thing. You will naturally add to it, making it richer.  You will also be able to tell instantly what doesn’t work.  Some of the things you say will sound boring
-there is nothing as effective in streamlining, enriching, and generally beating a story into shape as winging the whole thing front to back off the top of your head

-as you weave the beats of the various stories together, you need to take into account not just story logic, but rhythm.  All the stories should be building in intensity as the episode unspools.  But you don’t want to just cut from one high-pitch sequence to another.  Cut from a high-pitch sequence in the A story to a dramatic beat in the B story.  Cut from a serious scene in the A story to a comic beat in the B story
-your A, B, and C stories need to keep pace with one another

-the best solution is to choose or craft your B story so it has more or less the same time line as the A story

-keep your stories clear.  In any given story, for any given character, one dramatic thing is going on at a time.  Each story has one protagonist. The protagonist has one goal, opportunity or problem.  He faces one obstacle or principal antagonist.  He stands to gain on thing (stakes).  He stands to lose on thing (jeopardy).  These story elements can change over the course of the episode, but at any moment we are only dealing with one of each

-you can also give a character two goals if they are at different levels: text and subtext, conscious and unconscious
-the exception to the Rule of One is the Rule of Three.  The hero might not need one thing, he might need three.  The first thing is easy to get.  The second thing is harder to get.  The last thing he doesn’t get at all, or he gets it, but sets off the alarms

-for some reason, two things don’t work, and neither do four.  It’s a rule of comedy that two jokes merely cancel each other out.  Three things somehow become one.

-if you’re doing your job right, the audience is not passively watching your story unfold.  They’re caught up in the story and second-guessing you at every turn

-it’s important to track what the audience knows and what they expect

-it’s important to track what the audience knows, first of all, because you never want to waste time repeating anything they know

-it’s important to track what the audience expects because that’s what creates suspense.  They’re trying to figure out where the story is going. They’re rooting for the hero to win and they’re worried the hero may be in danger

-you can expect the audience to be fairly quick on the uptake.  Giving this sort of technical explanation in advance, so that a plot twist or a bit of comic business won’t come out of nowhere, is sometimes called laying pipe.  You have to lay pipe before you can turn on the faucet
-knowing more than the hero is a little alienating. If we were looking at the world through the hero’s eyes, we’d feel more for what he’s going through
-if you’d rather we experience the story from the hero’s point of view, be careful not to let us get ahead of him. Don’t offer the audience clues in advance

-but perhaps the most interesting way to use the audience’s expectations is to use it against them

-the best magicians keep your eyes on one thing while they’re working their sleight of hand elsewhere.  The most surprising storytellers give you the clues to figure out where the story is going but lead you astray by giving you false clues on top of the real ones

-in a comedy, we’re expecting wacky hijinks as the lie spins out of control

-if you carefully track what the audience is expecting, you can choose either to fulfill their expectations or to surprise them.  Either can work.  A good surprise is always fun.  But it’s over in a moment.  Suspense lasts
-it’s always satisfying to be surprised

-a treatment looks like a fleshed out beat sheet.  The beat sheet is there to help the writer write the script.  The treatment is written for people who don’t know the story yet

-going to the script; now it’s up to you to get the scenes right, nail the voices of the characters, and reproduce the overall tone of the show

-as you’re writing each scene, it’s a good idea to remind yourself:
1) What does each character want?

2) How will he try to get it from the other character, in a way that reveals their personalities?

3) Why doesn’t the other character want to give it to him?

4) How will the other character deny it to him in a way that reveals their personalities?

5) What is this scene supposed to do for the story as a whole?

-your job is to make 1, 2, 3, 4, work for 5

-movies flow – one scene segues smoothly into another.  TV pulses

-you want to come into a scene with a bang if possible.  On the way out, you either want your scenes to pop – to end with a bang, or to flow – to cut so smoothly into the next scene that the roller coaster of your plot never slows down

-comedy scenes almost always pop.  They typically end with a button, an extra neat line or pair of lines that propel you out of the scene and into the next

-it’s a basic principle of editing, that you want to get into a scene as late as possible and out as soon as possible

-it’s perfectly legitimate to start in mid-argument, so long as your characters still haven’t got to the meat of whatever they’re really angry about

-deciding what’s the bone (the conclusion), what’s the meat (the argument), and what’s the fat and gristle (chitchat before, aftermath after) is often just a matter of trimming

-on the way out of your scene, don’t linger too long on the emotional aftermath.  Use the emotional force of the scene’s conclusion to bounce the audience into the next scene.  Instead of hanging around showing how the characters feel about the conclusion, show how they feel about it by their actions in the next scene

-if you realize a scene isn’t necessary, don’t write it, lose it

-often the hardest thing about writing a scene is finding the best way into it.  You know what the scene is supposed to do from the beat sheet, but you just can’t seem to get it going

-a strong segue is always nice, whether it’s physical or emotional

-when that doesn’t work, four more ways to get into a scene when it’s not coming naturally are”

-Writing At the Earliest Possible Point.  Simply start with the character doing stuff until they inevitably do what you wanted them to do.  Then just go back and cut everything you don’t need

-Writing it Backward means writing the conclusion, and then writing whatever you need to see before that to earn that conclusion

-Setting the Action against the Drama.  On lower-budget shows, save multiple character scenes for where they will have the most impact

-Try to Write Physically.  Ideally, the physical action should be something that’s an obstacle to what the character is trying to do emotionally
-don’t be afraid to get clever with your dialogue.  TV is more compressed than movies; it’s also more stylized

-delivering a TV episode that isn’t the exact correct length for the network’s needs is simply not an option

-from the network’s point of view, the episode is only there to get people to watch the commercials

-Dialogue does two things 1) It’s how the characters get what they want from each other 2) It reveals what characters are thinking and feeling
-real people – and realistic television characters – don’t blurt out what’s on their minds. They don’t ask directly for what they want, if they even know what they want.  They manipulate and insinuate, either unconsciously or intentionally
-they talk at cross-purposes.  They respond to what they think they heard, which is often what they were scared of hearing, or what they wanted to hear.  Two people can be talking about two entirely different things but think they’re in the same conversation

-elliptical dialogue makes for stronger writing because while the characters are not saying exactly what’s on their minds, what they are saying tells us all about who they
-the trick to great dialogue is making it clear to the audience what’s going on while at the same time allowing the characters to reveal who they are by speaking unclearly to each other.  How a character deflects criticism, or criticizes, or changes the subject, is what makes him a character

-when the audience has to involve themselves in the conversation to make sense of it – so long as it isn’t so muddy that they’re left out in the cold – they’ll be pulled into the world of your story

-the act of making sense of unclear dialogue is what pulls them in

-especially when your world is unrealistic.  The more they feel like real, individual people, the more we’ll be drawn into the story

-a supposed test for dialogue is if you can erase all the character names on the page and still leave the reader able to follow who’s saying what

-stylized dialogue should be fun to write and fun to hear.  The audience will forgive you for stretching realism a bit.  They won’t forgive you for being boring

-read all your dialogue out loud. This is an absolute must to see if it works or not

-in movie writing, it’s a rule that you should only write what you can see and hear

-TV writers break this rule in two significant ways

-one, TV writers often do put camera direction in.  Partly this is because they can.  Writers put in more direction on TV scripts because the preproduction process is so much more rushed than in the movies

-second, TV writers often put what the characters are thinking into the action description. This works as a kind of shorthand

-if the actor knows what the character is thinking, he can act it

-aside from making for snappier writing, telling us what the character is thinking also puts the reader more into the character’s point of view. The episode will read better.  You have to be careful with this tool, though, and never use it for evil

Bad Writing and How to Fix It (Or at leas get away with it)
-writing is rewriting

-for almost every writer, a first draft has parts that work and parts that don’t, experiments that failed, tone that’s off, dialogue that seems a little forced, and so on

-TV is not a personal medium.  What you’re going for and what the show needs are almost never exactly the same, even when it’s your own show

-for me, writing the first draft is the least difficult part of writing a script.  Going from nothing to a springboard to a breakdown to a beat sheet is twice as hard as going from a beat sheet to a first draft.  Rewriting the first draft script into something shootable is also twice as hard.  Therefore, to me, writing the first draft is about one-fifth of the job

-you’re always going to be working on one script or another, and if any script is perfect, it’s a bloody miracle

-as a freelancer, you should turn in your most polished, brilliant, shootable script you possible can.  Do all the research you need to do, ask all the questions you can think of, but don’t turn anything in until it’s as good as you can make it on your own

-by the second draft your script is supposed to be as good as you can reasonably make it, so that when the story editors take it over, all they have to do is tweak a few things that you couldn’t possibly have known were “off” and wait for the network to approve it

-after all, a freelance script is essentially an audition piece for getting hired on staff

-if you’re writing a spec script, then you have more time but lees help, and the standards are much higher

-a reasonably good spec in the hands of an agent in March (pre-stafffing season) is useful; a great spec delivered in June (post-staffing season) is not much help.  In television, the best is the enemy of the good

-different is not always better.  Sometimes it’s just different.  There are a million directions in which you can take any given script, and new directions often seem more promising than the path you’ve gone down.  You’ve lost your perspective.  That’s the point at which you need to set your script aside for a time.  But there is no time.  So you get perspective by showing trusted friends
-it’s always a battle between perfecting a script and actually getting it out.  Never show a work in progress to anyone who can hire you or get you a job.  That includes your agent.
-according to Guild rules, the first draft is whatever you deliver to the producer, no matter how rough or how polished it is.  You get notes, you rewrite, you deliver a second draft.  The “polish” is supposed to be no more than a cleanup pass to tighten and improve dialogue; you’re not supposed to be introducing new scenes, let alone new characters or new subplots

-the difference between a mature producer and an immature one is how he reacts when your agent reminds him or the Guild rules he knows all to well
-remember, as you’re considering whether to insist on your contractual payments or be a “nice guy,” that every time you flout your Guild agreement, you’re undercutting all your fellow writers.  If a few writers write under scale, then everyone winds up having to write under scale, and then we’re all screwed

-it’s hard to hear that the script you’ve slaved over for so long is less than brilliant.  One of the skills that successful writers in any medium develop is the ability to listen to and really hear criticism

-you have to be willing to throw away any and all of your golden words if someone gives you a better idea

-assume that any criticism is true, but don’t feel you have to take any suggestions of how to correct the flaw.  Readers are usually much better at telling you that there’s a problem than pinpointing where the problem lies, and almost nobody but a professional writer will reliably give you the right solution
-if you are lucky enough to have comments from a professional TV writer, then take them seriously.  Take them so seriously that even if you think they’re absolutely wrong you do the changes anyway
-sure, discuss the comments first, if there’s anything you don’t understand.  But then, take them

-there is one exception to this rule.  Even with feedback from a professional writer, you are entitled to ignore any advice that amounts to “I would have done it differently”

-don’t ask more than one professional at a time for comments

-if you’re freelancing a script for a show, then you have a story editor assigned to you.  Do what they tell you to do! The point of the exercise is to get hired again

-don’t fight with people who are going to rewrite you.  Ask for clarifications.  Point out problems.  Argue, try to persuade, but never fight.  They have the last word

-in TV, you have to be willing to throw away your brilliant ideas and words in favor of someone else’s dumb idea, if he or she outranks you

-you are not there to write great TV.  You are there to make a showrunner’s life easier
-words are cheap.  Television is expensive.  It’s not your show.  You’re not running it, and you’re not paying for it.  If you want to keep your words exactly the way you wrote them, write a novel

-television is not a medium of personal expression.  If you can bring your own brilliance to someone else’s expression, then you’ll keep working

-bad writing comes in many flavors: dialogue that lacks the spark of life, or contributes nothing to revealing the character, or just doesn’t snap, action sequences that lack invention, pacing that doesn’t build, characters that don’t behave the way any plausible person would behave in their situation, or behave out of character

-the key to telling a good story, is drawing your audience into the story.  When your audience is fully involved in the story, they’re giving life to your characters.  They’re filling in everything that happens between the moments you’re showing onscreen.  They’re anticipating what will happen next.  They’re rooting for what they hope will happen, or rooting against what they fear will happen

-pushing is giving the audience more story than they can absorb.  If you’re pushing story at them, you’re not pulling them into the story.  You pull them in by giving them reasons to want more story than you’re given them so far
-it’s the difference between a lecture and a conversation.  A lecture may carry more sheer information than a conversation, but you often carry away more information from a conversation, because you’re actively engaged in it.  More important, you carry away more of an emotional reaction to a conversation

-that’s why no oration is complete without some call-and-response.  If there’s no way to participate in the story, it’s hard to care about what happens

-if you pull them, they’ll pull themselves in.  If you push the, they’ll push themselves out

-we want the question before we get the answer.  If we don’t know what in play – what to hope or fear – then when it happens, we have no stake in the outcome

-in a drama, you want the audience to be rooting for the main character to get somewhere emotionally.  They should feel the dramatic tension and want it released.  If the drama gets resolved faster than the tension builds, you’re just pushing dramatic events at the audience

-pushing usually becomes obvious only after you’re written a first draft.  Some of his is just pacing

-let your scenes breath.  Give your characters time to wonder, and ponder, and pause.  Give them time to absorb the emotional shocks, which is also the time for us to start to wonder how they’ll react.  Don’t move on to the next beat before you’ve given the characters, and the audience, time to absorb this one
-sometimes when a scene feels too slow the real problem is the opposite.  You’re going to fast.  You’re not letting the viewer absorb the emotion of the scene.  So they’re less invested in it.  Since they don’t care, they’re bored.  They want you to move on to something more interesting.  The scene feels slow.  But if you slow the scene down and let it breathe, it feels richer and deeper, and the audience isn’t so anxious to get going.  They’re happy to stay in the scene.  It feels as though it’s at the right pace

-the audience can know more than the hero.  That automatically establishes a nice tension.  The audience wants to tell the hero what he doesn’t know – “Watch out, he’s got a knife” – and that draws them into the story

-but the hero must never know substantively more than the audience.  If there’s something the hero knows that we need to know in order to appreciate the predicament he’s in, then tell us as soon as possible, and certainly before the predicament becomes urgent

-we can be involved in the story if the hero doesn’t know what’s going on – like him, we’re going to be involved in the process of figuring it out.  But we can’t be involved in the story if he knows what’s going on and we don’t 

-leave room for the audience to participate in the story.  Once the outcome comes out, the story is over, after all.  Dramatic stories are all about the struggle, not the resolution.  Don’t resolve your dramatic issues until you’re ready to pose new dramatic issues.  There should always be something to pull the viewer into the story
-try to give your episode a sense of place
-your scripts should have the telltale details that ground your show in a specific place, whether it’s a real one or a fictional one.  You can’t have too much of a sense of place

-the better the sense of place in your episode, the more real the episode feels, the easier the audience will find it to believe in the fictional parts of the story

-TV is a constructed reality.  The audience knows that, so they’re willing to suspend their disbelief.  But they’ll only suspend so much.  The more you have characters behaving in ways that don’t match their reality – the more plotholes you have – the less invested they’ll be in the characters and the story.  But because you’re trying to entertain, you often have to choose between a more entertaining story with plotholes and a more accurate story without them

-the audience is there to be entertained; if they wanted accuracy, they wouldn’t be watching television

-they will tolerate unreal situations as long as they’re more entertaining than real ones.  When you’re fudging your facts without being clever and entertaining, they’ll click to the next channel

-too much logic is the murderer of good scripts.  Scripts are like dreams.  You kinda go into a dream state.  You don’t care about logic so long as you’re not pulled out of the scene

-the degree to which the audience expects to have to suspend their disbelief is part of the tone of a show

-the audience will suspend their disbelief when it will buy them the kind of story they want to see; and they’ll do it when it’s part of the tone of the show

-if the show stays true to itself, and the results are entertaining, we’re cool with it

-beware the “idiot stick.”  When the plot depends on a normally intelligent characters utterly failing to figure out something obvious, he’s said to be carrying the idiot stick

-the audience wants a good story.  If it gets a good story it will forgive a lot.  If not, not.
-it’s like the comedy.  If the audience is laughing, they’ll put up with almost any amount of unrealistic behavior.  If they’re frowning, you’re hosed

-a better solution (in general) is to address the problem and give a character reason why things are happening the way they are.  Addressing the problem means simply calling attention to it, rather than glossing it over

-the mistakes we make reveal who we are.  If you need the hero to make a dumb mistake, give him an emotional reason why he’s making the mistake

-Question:  How much can happen offscreen?  Answer: Nothing important

-the basic rule is that anything important to the story has to happen onscreen

-if the protagonist has an important decision to make, that decision should happen onscreen.  Part of why we’re here watching, after all, is to see the character make that decision.  Do it offscreen and you’re cheating your audience.  You’re only telling half the story; or, to put it another way, you’re not telling the story, you’re only telling us about the story
-characters can do inconsequential things offscreen.  They can eat, sleep, work, and go to the bathroom offscreen

-if your episode hinges on events that can’t be put on TV, you’re writing the wrong story

-TV is like theater in that it is more about people’s reactions to big events than about the big events themselves

-a go-to is an easy, or lazy, way to get something done dramatically

-TV is a constructed reality.  The audience understands that the instant TV news report stands in for the hero turning on the TV and watching two hours of summer reruns before a news reports comes on

-for a trivial piece of exposition, the audience will forgive you if take the curse off the go-to.  The cleverer you make the exposition, the more the audience will forgive you for the go-to

-the audience does not always want a surprise outcome.  But the audience always wants a surprise path to that outcome.  If they can see where you’re going and how you’re going to get there, then they don’t need to watch your episode, do they?

-the problem with a  go-to in a plot is that the audience can see how you’re getting there

-if a story point has no consequences, you don’t have a story, you only have a series of unconnected incidents.  And the consequences should be something we didn’t expect

-if you’re using the first plot turn that comes into your head, odds are the audience is going to think of it, too

-You Only Need to Show What the Audience Can’t Figure Out for Themselves
-if the story is familiar enough, you can just start it, and jump ahead to the interesting parts of your story.  The audience will fill in the rest

-one subtle mistake writers can make is writing the scene from the wrong point of view

-Remember Whose Story it Is.  Check through your script to make sure that each scene is written from the emotional point of view of the character whose story it is

-without the characters actually saying what they’re saying, have them imply it.  Feeling often comes through better in elliptical dialogue than in on-the-nose dialogue

-don’t let anyone tell you voice-overs are bad writing.  They’re a perfectly valid tool for storytelling

Bringing the Funny

-comedy is harder to write than drama

-a comedy series or comic drama needs everything drama needs – a central character, goal/problem/opportunity, obstacles/antagonist, stakes, and jeopardy – and it needs to be funny

-comedy staffs tend to be larger than drama staffs

-“comedy is tragedy that happens to your mother-in-laws”

-by laughing, we can step back from a negative situation and get perspective on it.  If the situation is happening to a fictional character, laughter allows us to shed some of our identification with the characters and experience relief – don’t hurt me, God, hurt him!

-laughter is how we avoid panicking

-comedy is an essentially sadistic genre

-all comedy is based on a strong negative emotion, and each negative emotion has its own flavor of comedy

-physical pain without serious damage, slapstick.  More common in movies than on TV
-disgust, fart jokes

-embarrassment.  Characters get caught in humiliating situations.  Much sitcom humor is embarrassment comedy

-frustration.  Characters try, and try, and try and can’t get a date, get a job

-fear.  Especially fear of death
-in a comic plot or comic situation, you put your protagonist through one kind of hell or another; and then, usually you bring him back to where he started, no better off or wiser than before

-a great comic springboard often begins with a very familiar situation, then twists it, and carries the twist into the realm of absurdity.  Characters deal with the same issues you and I deal with, but they take their reactions to ridiculous lengths

-a great comedy springboard is to take a familiar thin and be revelatory about it

-drama is usually about high stakes.  Comedy is usually about characters treating small stakes as if they were big

-at the heart of every great comic situation is “plausible surprise.”  A character is in a situation the outcome of which we think we know; and something different and usually worse happens

-you put the viewer’s mind on train tracks, and then you derail him, and he laughs

-the first two incidents set up the pattern.  The third is the payoff – the comic twist.  Call this the “Duck-Duck-Goose Rule”

-comic situations can get quite implausible as they build.  The track is making sure that each step is plausible.  As long as you get to the next step plausibly, and the audience is laughing, you can get the audience to swallow a basically implausible situation

-comedians will tell you that the funny word goes on the end of the sentence

-more broadly, the joke goes at the end of the setup.  The basic structure of a joke is: information, setup, punch line

-constructing a joke is getting the audience careening down train tracks that you’ve laid and then derailing their expectations.  If you derail them first, not funny
-in comedy, you pretty much always button a scene.  The only exception is if the segue itself is a punch line – a hello joke, a funny match cut, etc

-therefore a joke requires two things: commitment, which gets the train careening, and juxtaposition, which derails it

-nuance isn’t funny.  You want your audience’s minds careening down the train tracks of one line of thoughts so you can derail them at high speed.  If your scene is nuanced, they’re not careening.  If a character is angry, they should be hysterically angry.  If they’re feeling betrayed, they should feel the worst betrayal possible.  If they step on a tack, they should be jumping up and down in pain, or moaning and suffering.  Whatever your comedy scene entails, commit to it wholly

-dramatic characters feel a lot but play down their reactions

-comic characters feel less, but exaggerate their reactions

-the juxtaposition of two things that the audience doesn’t expect to go together but have a point of reference that allows the write to make a connections between them.  What makes the juxtaposition funny is that it’s not supposed to fit, but it kinda almost does
-much of comedy is contrasting two unlikely things and extending the metaphor beyond practicality
-wordplay is juxtaposition at the linguistic level.  A pun is using a word’s sound to juxtapose it with something it doesn’t mean

-the best juxtapositions, like the best metaphors, mean something.  The odd juxtaposition sheds light on the original content

-puns are rarely funny onscreen.  But one gag that often works is using familiar rhetoric in the wrong situation: the characters are talking about one thing, but the dialogue sounds as if coming from a different sort of scene

-another typical joke is the “Squiggy” a.k.a. the “hello joke.”  It’s when the answer to a rhetorical question is provided by another character’s entrance

-aka the flip cut, aka the Gilligan cut, when a character declares that he’d never do something, and then you cut to him doing it

-another kind of juxtaposition is internal.  A character thinks one thing is going on but another thing is going on
-a comic character is someone who consistently reacts in a way we wouldn’t normally expect

-the essence of a comic character is that they’re over the top in a believable way.  We believe them as human beings, yet they regularly surprise us by not behaving the way normal people would.  Hence, consistent surprise

-every stand-up comedian creates a comic persona for himself – a version of himself that exaggerates what’s most unique about him to comic extremes

-the comic persona is the distilled essence of the real person – the essence of how they’re not normal

-when you write comedy, you create comic personas for all your comic characters.  A comic character is just a normal character taken to an extreme.  Writers exaggerate the key characteristics to create a comic situation

-jokes need to be based on the persona of the character involved in them
-we love watching comic characters because they are ridiculous in familiar ways.  The laugh is in our familiarity with their flaws

-the more outlandish a comic character is, the easier it is to put them into a comic situation that plays to their flaws

-comedy is about the laughs: if a scene doesn’t get laughs, it fails

-the essence of any comic character is that he is a little ridiculous.  We cannot completely sympathize with him.  The moment we start really worrying about him, he shots being a fully comic character.  That’s why in a sitcom the peripheral characters are more purely comic; the lead characters are less ridiculous and more believable.  We need to care about the leads

-comic characters can’t become aware of how ridiculous they are.  The moment comic characters get perspective on themselves, the comedy stops.  They can’t put it together and laugh or cry at how pathetic they are.  Then we’d have to have sympathy for them

-your basic comic payoff is a couplet

-if you’ve really got your characters down, you can get a lot of mileage out of their reactions.  The audience has a feeling what the character’s going to say – but what the character actually says is (plausibly) surprising, and therefore funny

-anything that draws attention to a joke being a joke will kill the funny.  Nothing kills a joke better than starting it with “Let me tell you the funniest thing…”  That’s because the audience can’t be fully committed if you tell them in advance that they’re going to be derailed

-two jokes cancel each other out

-if a joke is going on in the foreground, the background needs to be straight.  If a joke is going on in the background, the characters in the foreground need to be straight

-the reason you can’t have two jokes at once is that you can’t be fully committed to two setups at once.  You can only build up steam on one train track
-don’t make a joke for the sake of making a joke.  Make sure your jokes build on one another

-a bit is a series of jokes all arising from the same comic situation or story – the same basic juxtaposition.  Comedy builds, but only so long as you’re on the same bit.  The longer you can stay on the same bit and keep them laughing, the harder they’ll laugh

-comedy writing staffs are always looking for the topper – the gag that tops the previous gag while staying in the same bit.  The longer you can keep topping the previous joke, the funnier the bit gets

-while you’re setting it up, you’re not bringing the funny.  The beauty of the topper is that it requires no additional setup.  Milking a bit is efficient comedy

-while the bits themselves may kill, they also need to move the story forward.  Otherwise you lose your overall pace and energy, and your episode becomes a series of skits

-a comic episode can survive a dead bit because the plot is holding the audience.  They still want to see what happens.  They’re invested in the outcome

-Keep your plots simple.  People watch comedy in order to laugh.  Comedy plots exist only as a peg on which to hang the comic situations.  You need just enough plot to bring the funny.  If you have a choice between milking a simple situation and complicating it in a clever way, milk it

-Don’t be afraid to use pauses.  Remember, much of comedy is in the pauses
-The more plot, the more bits.  The more bits, the shorter you’re on each bit.  Comedy builds, but only while you’re on the same bit.  Each time you got to a new bit, you need to give the audience a new setup

-It’s hard to cut plot in the editing room
-If you keep your plots simple, you won’t burn through so many bits.  Every time you throw a new bit into your story, that’s a bit you can’t use in a later episode.  For sheer self-preservation, hold on to your bits

-in comedy, plots are simple, characters are complex.  It’s how they react to the situation that brings the funny

-if a joke depends on knowledge, make sure it’s mainstream, up-to-date knowledge that hasn’t already been overused by the comic establishment

-one of the biggest mistakes comedy writers can make is putting too much of the character’s voice on the page

-as stand-up comics know, comedy is part joke and part delivery
-an American sitcom is expected to have three laughs a page.  So they often resort to “like-a-jokes”; gaga that have the rhythm of a joke, and the sound of a joke, without actually being funny.  

-often like-a-jokes are place-holders from an early draft from which no one has come up with a functioning replacement

-comedy writers will often uses placeholder jokes to fill up a script they’re trying to get the story and the basic comic situations down.  Then they’ll go back in a punch-up pass and, they hope, replace the placeholder jokes with actual funny ones

-that’s the beauty of comedy: if they’re not laughing, it’s not funny
-but you need to be careful not to toss out a good gag for a new one.  One of the hardest things about writing comedy is that it depends on surprise for its effect.  You’ll read your comic writing over and over again, until all the surprise is gone.  Any joke you’ve written will get less funny until you can’t remember how you ever could have thought it was funny

-it will seem like the stupidest, lamest joke in the world.  You’ll replace it with something new that seems funnier to you.  The new joke may not actually be as funny. But you’ve lost your perspective. That’s why so many comedy writers are partnered up

-that’s why some rooms enforce the concept of first blurt: the first funny joke pitch is that one that stays

-comedy is like a flywheel: it’s always easier to keep people laughing than to get people laughing.  About all you can do is trust your comic craft, honed from watching people’s reaction to your jokes and comic situations, to know what’s actually funny and what’s not

-probably nothing is better for comedy writing than doing stand-up comedy

-what all good comedy writers need is firsthand experience in what makes audiences laugh

-you have to develop a general sense of what brings the funny, and how to refine a joke so that it gets funnier

-lots of comedians seem to have graduated from the “I’m funny, don’t hurt me” school of comedy

Creating Your Own Show
-a truly great idea whose time has come will find its way onto the screen somehow

-the likeliest way is to write a spec pilot

-a pilot script is proof of the pudding

-a pilot allows you to show off your own style more than writing someone else’s somehow

-if your pilot is truly outstanding, it is possible that someone at the network may buy it

-if you want to sell your pilot as a potential series, you need to know your show forward and backward  - not every single thing that’s going to happen, but every aspect of the template.  You need to know what is and is not your show, and what’s going to happen every week

-many pilots are simply good center-cut episodes that take a few extra steps to introduce the main characters

-it may not be easy to tell what the show’s template is form an origin story.  Taking the time to show how your core characters got together may leave you with little time for a good episodic story, known as the “Curse of the Pilot”

-because of the Curse of the Pilot, some shows don’t actually air their origin stories until later in the first season.  To draw in an audience, it’s more important to know where the characters are going than how they got this far

-a series pilot script should convey what the series is going to be.  The pilot shouldn’t tell us about the show.  Its should embody the show.  It doesn’t have to set up the series universe; it has to be the universe

-we need to know the characters.  We need to have a sense of what’s going to happen every week: what kinds of problems are going to drive the hero in the stories

-the spec pilot should embody the template – hook, characters, and franchise
-that’s why you have to do everything in your pilot that you’re going to want to do in the show

-whatever drives your show every week has to be in your pilot script

-a great tv show pitch has fresh and compelling characters in a situation that allows you to tell entertaining stories in a consistent way.  It may also have a fresh hook or possibly a fresh format – an original way of telling stories on tv
-a show with multiple story lines needs more characters than a show with only one story per week

-a character driven show needs a big enough core cast to generate new stories every week

-you need to think of your characters as a web of relationships

-in a cast of six, say, there are only so many ways you can pair up the characters.  You want to build the relationships between the characters so there’s inherent conflict in pairing any two characters

-every character should have a fundamentally different perspective than the other characters, giving him something to do every time there’s an external threat

-every character should have issues with the other characters personally, so the characters have something to fight about while they’re dealing with the external threat.  Remember, a TV show should be able to sustain 100 episodes.  If you don’t have enough tension between every pair of core cast members, you may run out of stories to tell
-it’s always handy to create a triangle in your core cast, or several triangles.  A triangle need not be a love triangle, though those are good

-you have to love your characters, but not so much that you let them have happy lives.  Happy lives are boring to watch onscreen
-if you are not known, though, and you’re looking to sell a spec pilot, a hook will help it

-what makes a fresh hook is usually either a new story element – a new territory or a new character – or a new juxtaposition of elements

-by ‘new’ I mean ‘new to television.’  Actually, it means ‘hasn’t been done successfully on television yet.’ 

-a fresh juxtaposition of pre-existing elements can work.  For example:

-Familiar Character in an Unlikely Situation

-Familiar Territory in a New Genre

-Mixed Genres

-if all else fails, all you really need is a compelling character and a situation that automatically places that character in conflict

-after any hook, there’s an unwritten sentence that’s taken for granted: complications ensue
-the key to a good hook is that we should be able to imagine those complications   

-a screen story should have a) a compelling character who has b) a clear goal (or problem or opportunity), who must c) surmount obstacles and/or fight an antagonist to deal with that goal.  He’ll gain something if he succeeds (stakes) but he’ll lose even more if he tries but fails (jeopardy).  With a great hook, the elements of the story are either part of the hook already or flow naturally from it
-TV is all about process.  It’s always moving forward

-you should think about why you’re writing television. Know yourself.  Know what you stand for.  The stories you tell will convince people they should stand for the same things; or if you tell them badly, they may rebel against what you’re saying

