Screenwriting

-this film is about satisfying the theatrical film audience

-there are techniques for trying out your ideas, devices for approaching the elements of screen drama, and ways of learning to think like a screenwriter

Drama is Conflict

-“the plot must be so structured, even without benefit of any visual effect, that the one who is hearing the events unroll shudders with fear and feels pity at what happens” – Aristotle

-drama is conflict.  It is about somebody who acts against somebody else

-drama is about conflict that results in a significant transition in the lives of the participants – it alters both the characters and their surrounding society 

-drama makes sense

-drama tells a story, this happens and because of it, that happens
-drama provides a cause-and-effect structure that gives us a paradigm for making sense of life
-drama is not life.  Life is ordinary

-there may be highs and lows, sensational moments, excitement and disappointment, but for the most part, life is an episodic roster of everyday affairs which have more or less equal significance

-drama, however, is encapsulated life, life condensed to its essences and raised to its heights.  It is a linear, narrative arrangement of events in which someone acts against someone else – conflict – and in which every event in that sequence directly impacts the success or failure of a noteworthy life transition

-let’s say then: drama is Ordered Conflict

-the screenwriter’s job is to extract the consequential incidents from life and arrange them in an emphatic sequence to tell the story of the transition.  To do this, the screenwriter compresses time and collapses events
-the screenwriter skillfully selects only the scope of the story that is needed to express the significant change (X)
-experienced screenwriters have learned that the span of time immediately encompassing X is important only to the degree that it has a direct cause-and-effect relationship with X

-the skilled screenwriter collapses events, choosing only those incidents that directly impact the story and, more particularly, have an intrinsic connection to the X that the story is about

-the screenwriter develops a premise, that is, a brief statement of the central conflict of the story:


-who is the main character?  Who is the antagonist? What are they fighting about?  What is the change that results from the conflict?  Why must the main character take action to achieve the change?

-it is the moral choice to act that the character must make which creates the gestalt and the sense of satisfaction and completeness that drama provides an audience

Satisfying the Audience
-humankind has been forever held in the thrall of a good storyteller

-most of us have to learn how to tell a good story.  A good writer always relearns and refines that skill continuously, acquiring an earned instinct for the shape of storytelling that captivates an audience

-there is far too much mystery and magic in writing to reduce it to a formulaic act.  Besides, formula storytelling is doomed to become repetitive and stale

-it is the underlying structure of a screenplay that holds the weight of the story.  Without a solid framework, the elements of the story have nowhere to live and will inevitably become irrelevant tidbits dangling in space

-the essential dramatic structure consists of three acts:

Act I 
The Beginning


Act II
The Middle


Act III 
The End

-movie drama is more than just the communication of ideas.  Movies are a highly emotional medium.  They communicate to us through music, dialogue, sound effects, images, and a universe of tiny elements which make up a total experience that strikes more at our hearts than at our brains, our spirit more than our consciousness

-a good screenplay creates the foundation for a totality of experience that is virtually unknown outside of a movie theater, and the screenwriter’s job is to lay down that structure as a storyteller who captivates the audience’s soul

-your job as a screenwriter is to take that beginning, middle, and end and transform them into

ATTRACTION


ANTICIPATION

SATISFACTION

-we now have a vitality to the three acts and, moreover, an implied purpose for each of the segments
-in the beginning, the screenwriter attracts the audience’s attention.  We establish the main character, and present the character with a problem that must be resolved by reaching a clearly identifiable goal

-their real attraction isn’t so much to the character as to the predicament the character is in

-very early in Act I, the audience members need to stay to themselves, I want to see how the character gets of this mess

-in the middle, Act II, the screenwriter cranks up the tension of the story, heightening the audience’s anticipation that more and more interesting things will happen

-they are events integrally related to the success or failure of the significant change that the drama is about.  

-they are interesting to us in the context of the story because we want the character to succeed, but we can see that in order to do so, the character will have to overcome some formidable obstacles

-the main character is forced by the conflict of drama to confront both an external antagonist and the main character’s own internal fears

-Act III gives the audience satisfaction when the main character overcomes internal obstacles, resolves the external problem established in Act I, and reaches a worthy goal. 

-the character thereby relives the tension created through Act II, and sends the audience out of the theater content that they have seen a gestalt, a complete story

-they may exit the theater happy or sad, exalted or outrages, laughing or crying – but they are satisfied that the story ended completely, that there were no ragged ends, and that for a brief two-hour time the world actually made sense

The Elements of Screen Story
-“we have to continually be jumping off cliffs and developing our wings on the way down” – Kurt Vonnegut

-virtually every story is constructed from certain building blocks that are necessary to establish the main character, the character’s world, the problem that is at the core of the dramatic conflict, the possible solutions for that problem, and ultimately what the main character must do to overcome the obstacles and resolve the conflict

-the exact order in which these building blocks are arranged is the craft of creative writing

-every well-constructed screen story will use all of these elemental building blocks because the elimination of any of them will weaken the overall structure and inevitably leave a gapping hole in the pyramid

1. Back Story
-refers to those events which established the circumstances and setting for the current story that we are watching

-one of the most common errors which many beginning screenwriters make is that they feel compelled to include far too much back story in their screenplays

-certainly you as the writer need to have a clear and sometimes even explicit idea of the back story, but the audience rarely needs much detail at all.  We can be launched into the contemporary story with only the barest minimum of information, and often without any immediate back story information at all

-the least efficient and clumsiest way to present back story information to the audience is the flashback narrative.  --all too often beginning screenwriters want to stop the story the audience is watching and drop back in time to tell us a lengthy and usually unnecessary back story.  By the time the audience is finished with this back story interruption, it has forgotten the contemporary story you’re telling.  Worse, you’ve lost whatever dramatic momentum you had built up to the point when you went to flashback

-a skillful screenwriter, however, keeps the back story to an absolute minimum.  Constantly ask:


-Do we really need to know this back story information in order to tell the man story?  What is the simplest, least obtrusive way to get the information to the audience?  Is there a way I can give the audience the minimum necessary information while something else is happening?  Can I keep the exposition in action so that the audience doesn’t realize it’s getting a back story?

2. Internal Need
-there are two kinds of back story: that which is strictly factual information, and that which emphasizes a subjective intuition about the main character

-more personal, relationship dramas usually emphasize some missing personal quality that must be acquired by the main character

-in order to be fully alive, the main character needs to come to grips with some personal attribute that he or she may not be completely aware of or may not be acknowledging 

-unknowingly, the character is going to be forced to deal with an internal, vertical significant change

-part of what keeps us watching the story is the promise that the character will – in fact, must – acquire that quality in order for the dramatic conflict to be resolved to the audience’s satisfaction

-the resolution of the character’s need provides us with a clarification of our own values and an exposition of our own frailties

-the main character is always the antagonist because the character has yet to battle the unknown of the internal need
-however, without the pressure of outside dramatic circumstances and the threat of an external antagonist, the main character will never have to deal with the internal need.  That painful battle has been successfully avoided so far, and the character will continue to ignore it unless forced into action by the insistence of the dramatic conflict

3. Inciting Incident
-today must be like no other day in the character’s life.  Today something extraordinary is going to happen

-an inciting incident, an unusual event that presents the main character with a problem to solve, challenge to overcome, or adventure to undertake

-the main character is inescapably caught up in this inciting incident.  The character cannot choose to ignore the consequences of the event and go on with life as if nothing had happened.  
-moreover, action is required.  The character cannot wait for the problem to disappear or someone else to solve it.  Like it or not, the character is compelled to seek a solution to the problem or undertake the adventure that commands personal participation

4. External Goal

-the power of the inciting incident focuses the main character on a external goal, an action or object that the character believes will solve the problem presented by the inciting incident

-at its simplest, the main character wants to achieve the goal in order to make life better.  Making life better may be finding that special love, rescuing someone from danger, resolving conflict with a family member, obtaining wealth, or saving the character’s own life.  Whatever it is, the character fixes on the external goal as the answer to the problem and we in the audience recognize the goal as something the character must achieve in order to resolve the dramatic conflict established by the inciting incident

5. Preparation

-achieving the external goal will not be easy for the main character.  If it were easy, there would be no story.  Ordinarily, the first thing the main character does is to devise a strategy for achieving the goal, gather resources and equipment, or assemble forces that will help achieve the goal

-no matter what kind of story you are telling, though, the period of preparation must be dramatic; that is, the preparation itself has a profound effect on the main character, and may be the element which causes the character to come to grips with the internal need

6. Opposition

-without opposition, there is no tension or expectation built up for the audience

-every drama requires an outside force that is trying to prevent the main character from reaching his goal.  For the most part, this force of opposition takes the form of a personified antagonist – another person who has either the same goal as the main character or a goal that is mutually exclusive

-the antagonist is necessarily bigger and more powerful, and has more resources than the main character.  If the antagonist is not more powerful than the main character, there is no opposition
-antagonists need not always be evil, but they have a goal that conflicts with the goal of the main character

-the main character is left with no resources except himself

7. Self-Revelation
-it is at his lowest point in the drama that the main character comes to grips with the internal need, and therefore undergoes an internal significant change because of the pressures of the external dramatic conflict

-this revelation may be expressed in dialogue to another character, but it is generally more effective for the audience to see the effect of the self-revelation rather than to imagine the character’s internal transformation.  

-set yourself a rule when writing: A character never realizes.  The audience realizes based on what the character does

8. Obsession

-now, as a changed person, one who has had some personal revelation, the main character focuses even more intently on the external goal

-remember the external goal never had anything to do directly with the character’s internal need, so whatever was at stake in the original problem is still unresolved.  The external goal becomes even more important for both the main character and the antagonist, and unless the main character achieves the goal, a great deal will be lost.  That is, the main character is now fighting to achieve the external, lateral significant change (X) of the plot that affects the surrounding society, including those of us in the audience

9. Battle

-compromise between the main character and the antagonist is now impossible.  They cannot both obtain their goals, so they must fight, and only one can win

-the battle may be a physical confrontation, a verbal battle, or an emotional set-to between characters.  The only way the original dramatic conflict can be settled, and the audience’s tension thereby relieved, is for the protagonist and antagonist to fight to the death, whether that death is literal of figurative
-it is the main character who must fight for his own salvation.  It would be unwise and very unsatisfying to an audience to bring in an outside force at this point to save the main character.  He must be responsible for extracting himself from the predicament, or the self-revelation forced by the external events of the drama has been meaningless

-killing your main character is a very risky technique because it disregards the audience’s expectations for the drama and dedication of the main character

10. Resolution

-the main character solves the conflict established by the inciting incident and moves on to a new story.  Both the main character and the surrounding society have been significantly changed by the events of this story

-he will never again be the person he was in the beginning of the drama.  

-because of the character’s actions, the surrounding world has been forever altered

-these ten story elements should not be regarded as a formula or a fill-in-the-blanks.  They are fundamental principles of storytelling that help create a tight, overall structure.  These elements need not inevitably appear in your screenplay in this particular order, nor with equal weight, depending on the particular story you want to tell

-however, all of these elements will be present in any well-constructed screen story, and as you gain more experience writing, you will internalize these principles so that, although you may not consciously be thinking about them, they will become parts of every screenplay you write

-for now, simply use this list as a tool to help you think about the events you need to include in your screenplay
Screen Characters

-the mortar that holds these story element blocks in place is character. 

-in truth, it is impossible to separate plot (story) from character because one cannot exist without the other

-plot is the story of significant change for a character, and that character’s actions cause a story about significant change for a surrounding world

-characters are far more than mere catalogues of attributes.  They are living, breathing beings that inhabit your screenplay.  They provide vitality in what is otherwise an inert scaffolding, and they are the glue that holds together the bricks of structure
-they live within you, and your job is to find ways that will allow them to come out.  In this sense, writing is a metaphysical invocation of character.  You must become a discoverer of character, not a creator.  In a sense, you are life the medium at a séance table, summoning your characters to take part in the drama that’s growing in your creative imagination

-the writer must listen to the inner voice – not the writer’s inner voice, but the voice of the character within the writer

-learn to listen actively.  Let your character’s talk to you.  Characters do take on lives of their own if you don’t force them.  Trust your character’s instincts

-use your autobiographical lens.  Now of course, all characters are you.  Who else could they be?

-to make full use of the lens, you must get in touch with your own feelings, doubts, fears, elation, and disappointments

-lastly, to invoke rather than build characters, you must fall in love with them.  You cannot be merely interested in them or curious about them – you must love them.  

-Respond to the following questions without thinking.  It’s your immediate, gut reaction that counts, not any carefully crafted response:

-When was your main character happiest?  What talent would he most like to have?  If he could change on thing about himself, what would it be?  What does he consider to be his greatest achievement?  What is his most treasured possession?  His greatest extravagance?  When does he lie?  What is his greatest regret?  

-Who is your main character?  What does he want?  What’s stopping him from reaching the goal?

-characters are what they do

-action means that the characters do something to achieve the goal: they make a series of dramatic choices.  By definition, a dramatic choice is one that involves conflict


-What is the first dramatic choice he makes?  Why is he required to make that choice rather than taking some easier option?  What is the immediate result of the dramatic choice he makes?  What other characters are affected by his dramatic choice?

-characters make choices based on their beliefs about themselves and the way they think and behave – the internal need story element.  Like everyday humans, characters take the minimum action necessary so as not to risk betrayal of their internal need

-it is the character’s self-concept that makes up the who of our map.  In part, the self-concept is what me might call the attitude, the way a character wants to be perceived by the world, or believes he is perceived by the world

-attitude is a character quality that you must write into the script

-more important from the screenwriter’s point of view are the values that make up the character’s self-concept

-values are beliefs and opinions about the forces that shape life which the character has incorporated into his image of himself – and it is exactly these values that are going to be challenged by the external events of the story, thereby making the character come to grips with the internal need and alter the self-concept

-Theory of Cognitive Dissonance: a person will experience discomfort (dissonance) whenever faced with two or more contradictory bits of knowledge (cognitions) about himself or the environment.  Characters act; that is, they make decisions.  Their choices are dramatic because of the potential for cognitive dissonance, that is, for self-doubt
-dissonance theory says you will actively avoid situations and information that would likely increase dissonance

-revision of self-concepts that makes the story ultimately satisfying for the audience.  The characters had to learn how to overcome obstacles to reach the reward

-the key to a character’s revelation of internal need – to the confrontation with the self-concept – is, of course, the external conflict of the drama

-the self-concept is so thoroughly protected and accounted for that the character will never change.  A person will actively avoid situations and information which would likely increase dissonance

-it will take a momentous opposition set off by the inciting incident to compel the character to make the difficult choices that threaten his self-concept

-broadly there are five kinds of dramatic conflict that provide the impetus for dramatic change in the character and the surrounding society: intrapersonal, interpersonal, situational, social, and relational

I. Intrapersonal 

-conflict focus is on the character mired in self-doubt

II. Interpersonal
-conflict focus is more dramatic because the internal apprehensions of a character are played out against another, often closely related, character

-the characters thrash about in emotional wrestling matches until they have resolved the long-standing conflict between them

III. Situational

-conflict focus involves opposition from natural forces.  Ostensibly the drama is about whether or not the characters can escape the burning building during the earthquake before the tornado destroys them

-interpersonal conflict provides the real drama within the context of the situational crisis

IV. Social

-conflict focus occurs between a person and a group.  Often this kind of drama is about a conflict of cultural or socio-political values

-the awkwardness of social conflict drama is that socio-political and cultural attitudes are so amorphous that it is difficult for the main character to fight against anything specific enough to force self-revelation.  The social conflict drama, then, usually requires a personified antagonist to represent the values of the group

V. Relational

-conflict focus is the most common and the most credible – a direct confrontation with an antagonist who has a mutually exclusive goal.  In order to achieve the external goal, the main character is forced into active self-revelation

-no matter which kind of conflict focus your story generates, it is the external opposition that forces the main character to make a significant life change, by which we in the audience learn something about ourselves.  It is this clarity of vision brought about through drama that makes the experience satisfying
-this does not mean that the screenwriter sets out to preach to the audience.  There is nothing more excruciating than a movie that is designed to teach us a lesson

-we come into a theater to be entertained, not propagandized, but intentionally or not, we also expect to be enlightened.  That is what the experience of drama is about – a shared experience that makes the world a bit more understandable

-the inciting incident establishes for the main character an external goal, something to be achieved that the character believes will make life better
-whatever the external goal, it need to meet two tests

1. The external goal must be identifiable to the audience

-if the audience does not know why the character is acting, they will be completely lost

2. The external goal must be relevant to the audience beyond the audience’s identification with the character

-something must be at stake that the audience can feel.  They must recognize that a great deal will be lost if the main character does not achieve the goal

-in other words, the audience must sense a threat to their own existence.  Now, the threat may not be lethal.  Perhaps it’s a sense of threat to their well-being, or their perception of how the world works, or their notion of justice, but whatever the threat is, it must reconnect to the audience directly beyond their mere identification with the character’s plight


-What is his specific external goal?  Is this initial goal replaced by a different external goal (not the internal need)?  How is the external goal made clearly identifiable to the audience?  How is the external goal relevant to the audience?  What will the audience lose is he does not reach the goal?

Hierarchy of Basic Needs

-Maslow’s theory is that there are certain things human beings strive for, and they must secure these things in a specific order, or hierarchy.  Maslow says, without satisfying the lower order of the hierarchy, it is impossible to achieve the next stage

1. Physiological Needs

-food, water, air, shelter, sex, those things without which we cannot live 
-we don’t often make movies with physiological needs as the chief external goal.  The issue of survival is not as dramatic as the human relational drama that occurs within the survival context
2. Safety Needs

-security, stability, order, protection, and freedom from fear or danger

-of all the external goals, safety may be the most easily identifiable to an audience.  Movies are an emotional medium, and fear is an emotion that promptly grabs an audience by its throat

3. Social Needs 

-love, acceptance, belongingness

-the intrapersonal and interpersonal dramas, including comedy and happily-ever-after fantasies, always have love and belongingness as the primary external goal.  Characters in these stories are trying to be fully alive by reaching out for acceptance to other characters

4. Ego Needs

-esteem, reputation, self-respect, status

-in one way or another, most comedy stories tend to be about characters achieving fame or success, sometimes in spite of themselves

5. Self-Actualization Needs

-creativity, self-expression, personal fulfillment

-these films tend to be about directly serving a community, or finding a personal quality such as integrity

-as an external goal, self-actualization is, perhaps, the most difficult to portray dramatically because so much of the action occurs inside the character.  It is necessary therefore, to play the main character off against a functional antagonist so that the audience can see the internal workings of the character


-using the hierarchy of needs as a guide, what is missing in his life that must be achieved in the film story?  Are there primary goals the character must fulfill on screen before the character seeks out the external goal?  That is, will the audience sense out of place if the character seeks glory, for instance, when he doesn’t have enough food to feed his family?
-What’s stopping the main character from reaching his goal?
-the protagonist, or main character, of a story can only be as compelling as the antagonist forces him to be.  The main character will only do what he must do to get what he wants, therefore the intensity of the antagonist must drive the main character to take action

-in practice, this means that you must ask the same questions of the antagonist that you do of the protagonist.  The only difference between them is that the antagonist acts from an irreconcilable moral ethos.  The antagonist has, in other words, a different self-concept

-consider the antagonist’s plan as well in effect by the time the protagonist enters the story

-because of the inciting incident, the main character thrusts into the antagonist’s story, intruding on the antagonist’s plans, and forcing the antagonist to divert energy to the defeat of the protagonist, thereby creating the dramatic conflict that is the story of significant change

-the irreconcilable moral ethos is easy to see in action-adventure, detective, thriller, and even comedy films

-in love stories and other interpersonal dramas the antagonist may not be so easily identifiable because the opposition is rarely outright evil.  Rather, the antagonist is an interpersonal relationship story acts to defend a different self-concept that is threatened by association with the main character

-in some cases, the antagonist, while not personally corrupt, represents a societal point of view that is the antithesis of the main character’s goals

-the antagonist, whether overtly evil or merely opposed to the main character, is always more powerful and has more resources than the protagonist.  If this were not the case, the main character would have no opposition in reaching the external goal and therefore there would be no dramatic conflict and no story to tell.  No person or society would be changed by the main character’s easy acquisition of the goal


-What external goal does the antagonist want?  What are the consequences if the antagonist does/does not reach the goal?  What is his moral ethos, his values?  How are his values opposed to the values of the main character?  How are his values opposed the values of the audience in the context of the story being told?
-the single most productive activity you can do to evoke character is to listen.  Allow yourself to be the channel of communication for your characters.  They will speak to you, through you, if you allow them to.

-the word “write” does not mean to compose, but rather to allow to be written

-listen.  Listen and wait.  Sooner or later your character will begin to talk, to tell stories, to relate personal history

-you are listening for the character’s voice, for the surprises.  You are getting past your preconceptions and allowing the character to speak his or her own voice.  There is no right or wrong to this process of bringing forth a character

-a couple of rules for writing character studies

1. Always write in present tense

-screenplays happen now, and they are always written in present tense.  Form the discipline of writing your character study in present tense to help your character do rather than think or feel

-remember that drama is conflict and characters are action

2. Always write in active voice

-this discipline also helps you when you write your screenplay to keep the action description alive and moving

-you should never describe your characters physically, but rather metaphorically

Screen Context
-“Screenwriters fashion more that plot and character.  They create the substantive milieu and the moral climate that locate the story in a cosmos of credibility” –Nick Tramontane

-a screenplay fits within a certain world. A screenplay actually both creates and responds to the world that it lives in

-the idea of context for a screen story is one of the most difficult aspects of screenwriting to define
-the screenwriter is the initial creator, and without the context fabricated on paper, none of the other contributors to the film have a community for the picture to live in
-when an audience enters the theatre, they do so with what is called the willing suspension of disbelief.  That is, they know that what they are about to see is not real.  In fact, that’s why they came to the movie, to see something that makes more sense than the real world, that provides in two hours a kind of paradigm for the way the world ought to be or could be.  

-they came to laugh or cry or be outraged or made happy by events on screen that are somehow sharper and more comprehensible than the everyday world they live in.  They recognize inherently that the illusion they’ve come to witness is one where action and emotions are more articulate, more intense, than the ordinary

-in truth, the world on the screen is a hyper-reality
-this quality of hyper-reality is on that distinguishes film from written literature and from other forms of drama.  The basic aesthetic difference has to do with how our perceptions adjust to the dichotomy between the imagination and reality
-the prose form of novels and short stories is often the least restricted medium for the imagination because the indistinct mental images created by words on a page aren’t at all the specific, definitive pictures in a film.  Movies do not, in fact, deal well with fantasy.  Of course, they can transport us to a fantasy realm, but once we are there, that realm takes on an aesthetically concrete form

-a stage play, on the other hand, will always be unreal, no matter how naturalistic the sets, costumes, etc.  Watching live theater is something like looking through a transparent wall.  It is our voyeuristic insight into the lives of characters who live on the other side.  Yet, no matter how engaging the play may be, our peripheral consciousness is always aware that we have deliberately, willingly isolated the stage from the outside world

-in movies, though, we are hurled through the aesthetic wall to actually live and get shot at and scream and laugh and be joyful and frightened neck-and-neck with the characters on the screen in a concentrated dose of intense reality

-so, when the audience enters the movie theater, the willing suspension of disbelief becomes, in effect, a contract.  The audience says implicitly to the filmmakers, “we will enthusiastically enter your special world of hyper-reality as long as you don’t break the rules and step outside of the bounds of the Cosmos of Credibility”

-the screenwriter has already established rules by setting up a particular, artificial context, and now must be very skillful in maintaining the Cosmos of Credibility generated by that context.  The paradox is that while the audience wants to have the experience of the hyper-reality, they are continually asking questions based on their sense of how everyday authentic reality works.  In other words, the screenwriter has to sell the hyper-reality to the audience in such a way that they never have the opportunity to ask, “But why don’t the characters just…?”
-if the audience ever asks the “But why don’t they just…?” question without receiving a context-appropriate answer, the implicit contract of trust in the filmmakers is broken.  The Cosmos of Credibility is violated, and the audience will never be able to completely reenter the special world of the movie

-a good screenwriter is, first and foremost, a meticulous, demanding artisan.  Remember, it is your job to make the story work

-You must always ask yourself the same questions your audience will ask of the film, the hundreds of “What if?” and “Why not?” and “How did we get here?” inquiries that must be satisfied before the audience even has a chance to ask them

Research and Investigation

-the screenwriter must become the world’s leading authority on the particular context you create for the script

-in some cases this means going to the library and doing research; in other cases it may mean visiting an actual location where your story occurs, or interviewing people who are familiar with the kinds of events you are writing about

-with just a little bit of digging, you should be able to find out virtually anything you need to know about a particular subject
-while you’re gathering facts, don’t forget to gather feelings.  Read novels written in the genre you are attempting, especially the masters of the medium

-of course, you need to watch all the films you can that deal with stories or contexts that are similar to yours.  Did the films work or not?  What mistakes in context were made?  If they were successful, what elements made them successful?
-before you begin writing, take all the research you’ve collected – and forget it

-very often writers become enamored of their research and let it overwhelm them.  They try to wedge in all the fascinating tidbits of information, and thereby squeeze the life out of the story they’re trying to tell

-don’t let facts get in the way of truth

-couch writing is relaxing and letting your imagination hover and spiral and make magical correlations for your story

-you are using what is now referred to as fuzzy logic to make specific kinds of associations that have to do with your story’s context

-the free-form part is that you needn’t think about your story in any particular linear fashion.  You must seep your creative Self in the time and place and random events of your story.  

-listen to music, look at photographs, and, above all, jot down random notes of your impressions

-you want to allow the context to speak for its own genuineness without trying to mangle it into shape

-good screenwriting is extraordinarily hard work.  It is not merely spontaneous musing, but carefully crafted, well-thought-out literature.  Good screenwriting obeys rules and has structure.  

-you cannot produce a good screenplay by couch writing alone.  You must take the raw input of your imagination and shape it into something that the public can grasp, something that sends an audience out of the theater satisfied that they have spent their time and their money well

-several essential context elements the screenwriter should be alert to

1. Dramatic Emphasis

-what is the emotional hook that ties the audience to the story?  What does the audience care about?

-at its simplest, this emotional hook is the audience’s desire for the main character to reach the worthy external goal

-every event that deviates from that dramatic emphasis diminishes the audience’s connection to the story.  Every scene the writer spends indulging an enthusiasm for historical fact or social commentary will mutilate the audience’s umbilical connection to the main character.  The screenwriter must never forget why the audience is watching the movie

2. Physical World
-it is not up to the screenwriter to literally describe the physical world of the story.  In fact, the less explicit physical description in a screenplay the better.  

-a screenwriter is concerned with the metaphorical expression of the physical world, and more specifically, the reasonable expectations of place and artifact

-by compressing time and selecting events, the screenwriter has also limited the physical world in which the story occurs, and must be aware of the audience’s beliefs about that world

-it is not that artifacts and places must be absolutely, invariably accurate in every detail, but that they must not disturb the audience’s confidence
3. Time

-two kinds of time the screenwriter must be aware of: the ostensible chronological time in which the story occurs, and the encompassing era of the story.  The apparent elapsed time is the audience’s sense of how long it takes for the story to unfold

-more crucial to the context for the screenwriter is the encompassing era for the story.  There is always a treachery of time that is distant from that which we experience every day

-ironically, the further removed from our familiar time and place a story is, the less freedom the screenwriter has because it becomes increasingly difficult to create a credible context.  It is essential, when dealing with removed time that you establish clearly marked pathways for the audience to follow

-just because you are dealing with a story in the past or future does not mean that you are free to do anything you’d like.  In fact, you are more restricted because the audience can so easily become confused about where they are and how they got there

-as you write, imagine that you are leading a group of children on a journey through the forest at night
4. Character Ethos

-character is also a function of context, that is, the characters live a particular time and place, and their attitudes, behaviors, and values are established by and resonate in the milieu they inhabit

-the most obvious impression we get of this interdependence of character and context is in the language the characters use.  Characters need to speak in a simulacrum of the language of the time they represent, and yet this is clearly not always possible
-in the best of circumstances, the screenwriter will be able to create characters that exist within their context, and those characters’ values and behaviors will be determined only by the context in which they live, rather than by an imposed contemporary moral or behavioral standard that bears no relationship to the time being portrayed


-What is the primary emotional hook of the story?  What are the audience’s expectations of place and artifact for your story?  How does your story create credibility within the dramatic compression of time without violating the audience’s willing suspension of belief?  What are the general attitudes and values and behaviors of your characters that are established by the time and place in which they live?
Screen Genres

Expectations of Form
-genre has come to describe certain styles of drama, painting, literature, film, and other arts that are characterized by a particular form or content

-it can be helpful to use the concept of genre to sort out different types of movies and to determine what context elements are common to each 

-think of the boundaries between genres as semi-permeable membranes rather than fortress walls

1. Intrapersonal Anguish Genre

Dramatic Emphasis: tends to be about character’s self-revelation through the expiation of guilt or imagined guilt

There is very little action.  Instead, these films are largely built on dialogue scenes interspersed with long stretches of carefully photographed but essentially static images designed to have the audience imagine what is occurring inside the characters.  They often use literary devices such as voice-over narratives and flashback scenes to gain access to the characters’ interiors

Physical World: is often confined, cluttered, a musty counterpart of the internal self

Time: is fairly short, generally over a night or a weekend that is the culmination of a lifetime of distress

Character Ethos: involves people who are existential, tormented by their own self-doubts, and unyielding in their psychological stasis

2. Interpersonal Conflict Genre
Dramatic Emphasis: is on the passion the characters employ to resolve or restore a relationship, usually with an estranged family member.  There is frequently an emotional charged event (i.e. wedding, funeral) which brings disaffected family members together and sets the scene for reopening old wounds, thereby resolving hurts and misunderstandings

Physical World: is customarily boxlike, limited, and inescapable.  The characters are thrown together in a setting that mirrors their psychological predicament.  Interpersonal Conflict films are often made from material that originally appeared as stage dramas occurring in one room or primarily one room, and while the films make effort to expand into the world at large, the essential action of the drama usually does not require that the characters move out of their limited space, and, in fact, too much “air” in the setting may damage the intensity of the forced confrontation.  If characters can escape the conflict, they will do so, whereas if they are forced to be physically in close proximity they are more likely to battle out of their differences

Time: because the sheer intensity of the emotions demands that the characters resolve their conflicts relatively quickly

Character Ethos: involves characters who are frail, vulnerable, dimensional.  These are perhaps the most true-to-life characters of movies 
3. Comedy Genre

Dramatic Emphasis: is on the complete bafflement, shock, and surprise the characters encounter.  Comedies are about adults acting like children, fascinated and bewildered by the world, but afraid to deal with it head on.  In the course of the comedy, (especially love stories) the characters grow from children to adolescents who manage to deal with their puzzling world in a more rational if not altogether completely adult manner

Physical World: is an unfamiliar, intimidating, exaggerated and filled with slick, oily things.  The world is a giant banana peel just waiting to skid out from under the characters’ feet.  Machinery, transportation, and social norms are as intimidating and unfathomable as the sensible people who are in charge of the world

Time: is fairly short because of the exaggeration of the story.  It is intense and frenetic, but the audience recognizes that the unreality of comedy cannot exist forever.  There must be a conclusion where the comedy characters and situation are brought back into the real world

Character Ethos: is the most open-ended and least harshly judged of any dramatic form.  The nihilistic characters of comedy can get away with virtually anything in their riotous, unrestrained world, and can even defy natural laws of time and space in ways that would break the rules of context for an audience in a different genre of film

4. Fairy Tale
Dramatic Emphasis: is on release from bondage.  The main character is an emotional captive to other characters, frequently the family, and must discover the means of liberation

Physical World: is confining – a sinking ship, a rural hamlet, a primitive island – and as restrictive as the character’s emotional or spiritual world.  There is often a physical object or action which serves as a symbolic key to the emancipation

Time: is most often controlled by the characters and the setting

Character Ethos: is very sharply defined good and bad.  Characters are emblematic rather than dimensional

5. Personal Quest

Dramatic Emphasis: is on achieving a personal quality such as integrity or honesty.  This is an extremely difficult genre to write and screenwriters can easily fall into the trap of creating an Intrapersonal Anguish film instead.  There must be a dramatic situation which commands emotional conflict with other characters and forces the main character to take actions that resonate with the personal quest, not merely scenes of the character brooding about despondently trying to come to grips with the internal need

Physical World: like that of the Intrapersonal Anguish genre, tends to be constrained.  The characters have been put in a confined location, or in a position that is exactingly managed and disciplined by others

Time: is often quite long, perhaps months, although perceived time will appear to be short because the external goal or an extreme event will always loom at the consummate trial for the main character integrity

Character Ethos: is about the search for truth, an equivocal virtue versus moral certitude.  The main character’s intent is not so much to expiate guilt as to discover what the significant of guilt is, to determine what integrity consists of, and thereby to understand deficiency

6. Detective Genre

Dramatic Emphasis: is about the restoration of equilibrium.  About writing the wrong

Physical World: is an urban jungle filled with decay and the rotten detritus that the world outside of the shadows rather not know about 

Time: is blurred, neither day nor night, and as vaporously shrouded as an intoxicated stupor

Character Ethos: is about the thinking process.  A seeker of truth in a world gone awry

7. Horror Genre

Dramatic Emphasis: is on raw fear, the terror of a supernatural monster that has absolute power over its human victims

Physical World: is distorted, a maze of corridors and unknown recesses where the monster can hide, a world isolated from any outside help

Time: is very short, usually twenty-four hours or less because the action is at such an intensity it cannot be sustained over a long time span

Character Ethos: involves vulnerable but resourceful everyman characters who act out our fears in battling the overt evil of an inhuman monster

8. Thriller Genre
Dramatic Emphasis: is on the main character’s willingness to stay alive.  There is an intense emotional identification with a life-or-death battle where the audience explores its own fears by experiencing those of the main character

Physical World: is isolated from help and, as in horror genre, made of a maze of corridors and unknown recesses.  It is an expressionistic extension of the internal fears of the main character
Time: is extremely short, normally twenty-four hours or less, because of the inherent incredibility of long-term isolation from outside help
Character Ethos: involves a relative innocent who is drawn into a larger intrigue, but who discovers that the only way to remain alive is through self-reliance, taking charge and exposing the corruption to light

9. Action-Adventure Genre

Dramatic Emphasis: is on the character’s willingness to die for an idea, code, value, or supporting society

Physical World: is a rousing environment, that is, one which is out of the ordinary, even exaggerated, the most hyper-real of the genres.  It is a masculine world with room to maneuver and take physical action in the defense of a fragile or threatened civilization.  Overall action takes place in a chase or a state of siege

Time: can be fairly long, weeks or months, leading up to a climatic battle

Character Ethos: involves an expression of high moral order where characters who are willing to die for an idea, code, society, or value go up against equally motivated antagonists who are morally different in a showdown battle of truth.  Characters are larger than life and twice as grand.  They are what we would be in only we could

10. Metaphysical Anguish Genre

Dramatic Emphasis: is on the main character’s risk of the immortal soul

Physical World: is sophisticated, usually surrounded by the trapping of power and position

Time: may be long while the main character slowly comes to realize that the battle is against God

Character Ethos: involves an intelligent, resourceful, but morally untested character who battles to exert his or her self-concept over that of an irrational God

-some elements can clearly be used in more than one genre, but many are specific to a particular genre and cannot be mixed with others

-as personal jeopardy for the main character increases, so does the threat to the surrounding society

Screenwriting Style

-screenplays demand a greater degree of participatory imagination from the reader than practically any other form of literature except, perhaps, poetry.  In fact, the best screenplays have more in common with verse than with novels

-good screenplays are evocative like poetry rather than descriptive like novels.  They are rhythmic librettos waiting for the music of celluloid.  They are narrative odes and epics

-the fact is that a script is far more than a sketch or outline for a motion picture

-the screenwriter is the only member of the collaborative filmmaking team who creates something out of nothing.  The fact is, everyone else who works on a movie interprets what the screenwriter created.  The screenwriter is the only legitimate originator of a movie, and that means you have a unique responsibility to those who will come after you

-you must keep in mind that words are the only tools of your trade.  What exists on the written page is the sole product of your craft and your art.  That’s it.  That’s all of it. Period

-you are not the only person making the film

-do not direct the film on the page.  You write cause-and-effect for actions, characters, and to some extent settings.  But you do not describe in detail where the actor stands or exactly how to read a line of dialogue, or precisely what selection of music must be used.  To put it simply, screenwriters write in images, not pictures.  Screenwriters write evocatively, not descriptively 

-you are an artisan.  You owe the people who will interpret your script the most conscientiously crafted professional work you can turn out 

-there is no single, correct, always perfect screenplay format.  If it looks like a screenplay and reads like a screenplay, it’s a screenplay

-screenplays are hard to read.  They are part diagram and part literature, but the best of them are genuinely forms of poetry, and these poems obey some rules of form and structure that help contain the story we have to tell
-in fact, insightful use of this jargon can help you tell your story simply and directly

-the most fundamental law of screenplay format is: Make the script easy to read.  You do not want your reader to have to work any harder
