The Power of Film

-popular films have their own principles, patterns, and structures.  These deal not so much with style and technique as with the psychology of storytelling, which ultimately is the psychology of contemporary human beings

-memorable popular films are frequently complex and paradoxical.  It may be one of the reasons they are memorable and popular.  They do not show us just the world, they show us a just world  - one in which the people we identify with not only stand for the things we would like to stand for, they stand up for what we would like to believe are the most important values of individuals and societies

-most of the world’s memorable love stories end with the separation of the lovers

-the important events in drama are not accidents of nature, disease, or automobiles – things that occur because of some outside force that we call Fate.  Drama is about individual human decisions and actions, and the consequences of both.  Characters must be responsible for what happens to them.  In modern drama, as a general rule, nothing is accidental

-great theater acting is not great film acting

-the secret of great film acting: it is not action, but reaction that counts.  The emotional response of the audience comes not just from what is projected from the screen but also from what the audience projects onto it

-the archetype of the American male screen hero is the Strong Silent Type

-if we study publicity stills of popular male actors over the years and ask “What are they expressing?”, the answer is usually: nothing

-the audience projects onto the image on the screen the relationship between thought and emotion.  It is therefore an active collaborator in the process of constructing the story

-the trick, of course, is to get the audience to project onto the screen what you intend them to.  That is as much the writer’s job as it is the actor’s

-character is the result of what someone does

-action scenes revolve around the fulcrum of power

-the chase is one of the basic building blocks of drama, but it does not necessarily have to involve physical movement.  Detective films involve the pursuit of the killer; in conventional love stories, the boy pursues the girl

-one reason they work so well with audiences is that, rather than alternating between action and character development, the two proceed simultaneously 

-action is generally visual, which explains why action films are the most successful exports of the American film industry.  The fact that there is less dialogue in action sequences does not, however, mean that the writer has nothing to contribute to action scenes; it just means the writer’s contribution will lie more in scene description than in dialogue

-thinking in terms of acts is similar to erecting a scaffold to build a building; it may be a useful tool for the craftsmen during the construction phase, but it obscures the view of the work itself, and the people who gaze on the finished project will not know or care what kind of scaffold was used

-beginnings and endings are the most interesting and most dynamic parts of any experience.  Birth and death.  Weddings and divorce.

-even though an early hook was not really needed, it became the standard way of beginning American films, and thus leisurely exposition was not longer allowed in most first acts

-there is, however, a problem in beginning a movie with such major dramatic scenes.  It is axiomatic that drama is structured around rising action; that, as we move through the real time of the film, the tension increases, emotions rise, and the pace often quickens until we reach the climax.  If the first scene is intensely dramatic, it sets ups the expectation that the film will reach even higher levels, which can be a problem when it doesn’t

-in a great many films, most of the characterization occurs in the first act, the second act is usually devoted to action, and if there is any further characterization, it often doesn’t occur until the third act.  If, however, the first act is devoted to action, it is too late to begin dealing with characterization in the second or third act

-Godard said that of course films have a beginning, middle, and end – “But not necessarily in that order”

-the solution to the ‘Second Act Problem’ is often found in the third act.  That is, when the filmmakers figure where the story is going, it becomes easier to assure that the second act makes progress towards that destination, rather than meandering aimlessly

-the Third Act is where the action either raises to its highest emotional state, or the conflict that was set up earlier is resolved

-some people might find it astonishing how many memorable popular films end in violence and death, but the history of drama is filled with them

-if death is the ultimate separation, the next worst is the separation of people who love one another

-the story that resolves itself in unification is most often a comedy

-many of the most memorable films have been adaptations from novels

-audiences understand that a film cannot include everything that was in the original book, and they will forgive the filmmakers for deleting scenes and characters – but they will never forgive them for creating new scenes and new characters

-when ages are mixed in film – when generations collaborate rather than being antagonistic – the results can be quite memorable

-the gift that age gives to youth is wisdom and experience.  What youth gives to age is energy and hope

-bringing together people of different ages can result in powerful characters and scenes.  There is also poignancy in such juxtapositions, perhaps because they are so seldom seen

-two things are necessary for the creation of interesting characters: the invention of interesting enemies and the invention of interesting allies

-as is so often true in life, the hero doesn’t choose his allies – they simply appear

-but the hero chooses his enemies.  Much of the time, the villain would be perfectly happy to have the hero as an ally – it is the hero who makes himself an enemy by opposing what the villain does

-when the story involves a male and female, the relationship frequently begins with the two parties being antagonistic to one another and is followed by their becoming allies.

-what Disney at its best mastered and sustained was the art of telling stories that appeal to multiple constituencies.  In this, they have been a model of the process underlying all filmmaking that must appeal to large numbers of people

-contrary to popular belief, animated films are not made for children; they are made for parents and their children

 -friendly animals or other life forms who come to the aid of humans in stories might be called ‘anipals’

-their function is to be the pal of the protagonist, guiding him in moments of danger, comforting him when he is feeling lonely, and providing laughs both for the main character and the audience – which is why cuteness is an imperative

-traditional storytelling for thousands of years anthropomorphized animals, imputing human characteristics to them

-all villains are antagonists, but not all antagonists are villains

-the absence of good and evil in conflicts with nature poses a dramatic problem, because without this moral component, interest in the story becomes more difficult to sustain.  This is why disaster films – which by definition deal with some conflict with nature, almost always have a second conflict, which involves other humans

-when we look at lists of memorable popular films, it is clear that we choose to remember those stories that are morality plays, in which the protagonist is on the side of good and the antagonist is on the side of evil

-Bickle and McMurphy are like a great many other memorable dramatic heroes – they do not want to be involved.  But they are not antiheroes; they are merely people who are not yet heroes.  Before the story is over, they will perform some heroic act that is quite uncharacteristic of them

-there is no such thing as an antihero.  There are only characters who act heroically and those who do not

-we are born naked and defenseless, but the first thing we develop in dealing with the world is armor.  (The second is tools).  Armor protects us.  It can consist of physical strength, education, class, attitude, looks, or anything else we wrap around us to protect ourselves from danger and injury

-this is a familiar scene in drama because it causes a moral crisis, which drama constantly seeks.  What will the hero do when he discovers his armor doesn’t protect him, that he can be violated – now and in 

the future?  There is only one satisfactory answer: he can pick himself up, dust himself off, and start all over again

-armor is exterior.   That is why, in many memorable stories, it is ultimately useless.  What matters is what is inside the hero, not outside

-is making a film an art or a craft?  The artist often doesn’t know what he is creating until its finished.  The craftsman, on the other hand, usually does know – otherwise, he wouldn’t begin work. The artist is thus the more daring of the two because he has to plunge into ambiguity, uncertainty, and darkness.  It is, in fact, the quality of daring that distinguishes all artists, whatever their medium

-one of the most important elements of filmmaking is attitude

-“Life is a comedy to those who think; a tragedy to those who feel.”  The difference between the two is a matter of attitude

-in psychology, it describes how you’re grounded – how you locate yourself in relation to others, and to life itself

-stars are actors with attitude.  Every actor’s attitude is, along with their looks, the main thing they have to sell.  An attitude is embedded in every film – we sometimes call it a mood

-attributes are those elements of character that people have little or no control over because they have been received as part of genetic inheritance or socialization

-memorable characters are those that go beyond their attributes and aptitudes – they are defined, not by what they are, but by what they do

-popular films achieve success the way democratic politicians do; by appealing to multiple constituencies; that is, different segments of the total population

-because the audience is not an undifferentiated ‘mass,’ movies, like political platforms, religions, and other endeavors that aspire to attract large numbers of people, must contain different elements that attract different kinds of people

-drama is built on cause and effect.  When backstories cause events in the present, they can be powerful elements in the story.  But when the are simply events that happened earlier, and the audience doesn’t really need to know about them in order to understand the present, backstories can be a waste of time

-the two most important elements of any story are the beginning and the ending

-a film with a brilliant first scene and last scene are halfway to greatness.  All the rest is padding

-the history of our species, as well as the history of fiction, is filled with stories of betrayal.  The foundation and continuation of all social relationships depend on loyalty, and betrayal leads to their destruction.  Betrayal, therefore, is a powerful action on both the personal and social level – which is why it appears so often in memorable stories

-people assume that others are loyal, which is why they fell so deeply betrayed when they discover they are not

-when loyalty and betrayal are major elements, much of the first half of the story will be spent on the development of loyalty and trust that enables characters to become a community

-betrayal usually occurs late in memorable stories, and often creates one of the most important scenes in the story

-betrayal is fertile ground for drama

-‘truly for some men, nothing is written unless they write it’

-the underlying premise of nearly all biographical films is that people who deserve to have films made about them have controlled the story of their own lives, that they were responsible for what happened to them

-bisociation consists of bringing together elements that previously had not been brought together – and were often though not to belong together – so that they produce something new, useful and/or humorous

-bisociation consists of the juxtaposition of the unexpected, the unlikely, and often the ‘unnatural,’ which is why it is so often found in the most memorable science fiction and horror films, where two cultures (earthlings and “others”) or two stages of existence (natural and “supernatural”) are brought together

-in comedies, which are scarcely possible without bisociation, people who have little in common, who don’t ‘belong together,’ develop into romantic couples

-when no one has ever thought of bringing two elements together, or, better yet, when the common wisdom says that you must not mix two different elements together, the creative potential of bisociation may produce a work that is fresh, original, and memorable

-the greatest gift one human being can give another is recognition of his or her own potential.  And the greatest curse is to cause that person to lose faith in his or her own potential

-the function of Obi-Wan Kenobi and a host of other mentors, teachers, trainers, and authority figures is not to exert their power over other characters – it is to help them realize that they have it

-while tragedy is based on a cause-and-effect relationship between actions, comedy is usually based on cause without effect.  We see the cause, but the consequence – usually pain – is blocked

-the ‘other’ side in war films is usually a faceless, anonymous horde.  Enemies die in long shots, whereas good guys die in closeup.  In the first, the filmmaker is trying to block identification with the characters; in the second, he is trying to enhance it

-filmmakers are well aware that their job is to elicit feelings from their audience; what is equally important is to the ability to block them

-something is boring because its predictable

-the cure for boredom is unpredictability.  This is why the most engaging stories are often filled with misdirection; that is, we expect the story to go in one direction, but it goes in another

-this is more complicated than it might appear, for it requires the filmmaker to be able to predict what the audience will expect, and then to go in some other direction that will still manage to please them

-the most important word in storytelling is “But”

-inexperienced storytellers tell us that first one thing happened, and then another thing happened, but they don’t connect the events in an entertaining and dramatic way.  Experienced storytellers constantly say, “The good news is….” But “The bad news is….”

-it is the reversals and contradictions, the paradoxes and incongruities, that make a story interesting

-adventure is certainly important to entertainment.  But, in most memorable popular films, the hero isn’t looking for and doesn’t need a call – he’s coerced into it

-the most memorable and popular stories do fascinate, do bind us to them.  But by the end of the story, they usually provide a sense of release, sometimes even of freedom and exultation.  So, it may be possible that the most memorable films involve both catharsis and cathexis

 -a popular cause in memorable films is the character ‘wants to tell the truth’

-also, the cause of fighting injustice in the world

-most of the time, the villain has no cause but himself; in fact, his purely personal desire to impose his will over everyone else is what makes him a villain

-there are two basic kinds of change in storytelling: or circumstance and of character

-when the circumstances or the character of the protagonist are worse at the end of the story than they were at the beginning, the story is a tragedy in the Greek or Elizabethan mode – something American Films usually avoid

-there are many memorable dramas and films in which the heroes die or leave town, but this is compensated for  by the fact that their spirit lives on in others

-the highest form of change is a deification, in which the central character transcends his status as an ordinary mortal and becomes a symbolic force for good

-often, it is chaos, rather than evil, that is the enemy.  Disorder and chaos are the conditions the hero fights against: unification, organization, and comprehension are the conditions the hero attempts to bring about

-chaos and evil are not antithetical; in fact, where there is chaos, you will often find evil.  And where there is evil, you will often find chaos, if for not other reason than the human mind has difficulty distinguishing between chaos and evil

-stories such as the Exorcist and many other horror films that set out to convince us of the reality of some evil usually first set up the “natural” world and then introduce an “unnatural” one that threatens it.  This is why detective, horror, war films and much science fiction so often begin with scenes in middle-class homes, small towns, schools, parks, etc.  They establish the ordered existence that defines what is “natural” in order to set up the contrast with the chaotic force that will then descend and threaten to destroy ‘normal’ ordered existence

-since all drama is about power, it is important to examine the kinds of powers characters can possess and how power operates differently in film than in real life

-their titles demonstrate that their power does not spring from themselves as individuals but rather from the institution they represent

-institutional power is usually indicated by some kind of uniform

-the ‘uni’ form such people wear expresses conformity, not individuality, which is why soldiers are told in the U.S. Army that one salutes the uniform, not the individual wearing it

-although institutional power is enormously important in real life, it is either suspect or inadequate in films.  Institutions of government such as the military, police, courts, Congress, the White House, or CIA and institutions of business such as insurance, medical care, oil, and electricity are the frequently the malevolent power in film stories

-in fact, if the protagonist wears a uniform, he almost invariably has a conflict: on the one side, he struggles against some outside enemy; on the other side, he struggles against suffocating, wrongheaded, corrupt, or evil hierarchy within the very institution he represents

-there is also physical power.  Children and adolescent males may think physical power is important, but in films aimed at more mature audiences, physical power is never enough

-there is power of sex appeal.  A character who uses his or her sex appeal to gain power is likely to be left alone at the end

-technology. In most memorable movies, technology is of limited value

-also intelligence

-therefore, like physical strength, and sex appeal, mere intelligence is as likely to work against characters as for them, and in any case it is never enough.  This may explain why there are so few memorable popular films in which the central characters is super-smart.  In fact, it is often the contrary

-this reflects the anti-elitist attitude that permeates American films.  If a film introduces someone who has graduated from West Point, Harvard, or Yale, or some other elite institution, he may possess power at the beginning of the film because his education entitles him to it.  But before the movie is over, he and the audience will discover that all the book learning hasn’t prepared him to face real life.  Education, powerful though it may be, is never enough

-when a character in a movie is only concerned with making money, it is a sure sign that something is wrong with that person

-many central characters start by being interested in wealth, but by the end of all memorable films, there is confirmation of the line in the bible that it is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven

-in memorable popular movies, institutional power, physical power, sex appeal, technology, intelligence, education, and wealth don’t matter.  However two kinds of power do matter:

1) the hero is better than the other people in the film, not because he possesses more of the kinds of power described, but because he possesses higher principles

2) the hero is better than other people because he possesses more of what, in the final analysis, defines all heroes: will power

 -what makes most characters interesting is often not the characters themselves but rather their relationship with other characters.  Characters are defined, not so much by what they are as by what they do, and what they do in drama is to interact with other people
-in a sense, we might say there is no such thing as inherently interesting character – there are only interesting character relationships

-what memorable popular film isn’t a character study

-some films focus on developing the action; others focus on developing the character.  The best develop both

-it may be difficult to find new themes or plots, but there are an infinite number of new and memorable characters waiting to be created

-if it is to endure in our collective memories it must contain great characters

-whether you are trying to understand a film or to create one, the very first question to ask is: “Whose story is this?” The simplest way to answer that question is to ask:

1) Who is there in the beginning?

2) Who is there in the end?

-or it may be a social unit, but the principle is the same: the central character or characters are there in the beginning and they’re still there in the end

-nearly all of the scenes, actions, and lines of dialogue further the development of a single individual’s character

-ultimately, the function of characterization is care-actor-ization; that is getting the audience to care about the characters.  This doesn’t mean they have to like the characters; it means they have to have an emotional investment in what happens to them

-memorable films by definition – contain memorable characters
-as many memorable films demonstrate, the appearance of the new is often the result of bringing together stock elements that have not yet been brought together
-there’s nothing wrong with beginning with stock elements.  The trick is to transcend them

-to understand characters, we need to ask the same questions about them that we sometimes ask about ourselves: “What am I? and “Who am I”

-who we are depends on two things: 1) the decisions we make and 2) the actions we take

-it is the decisions we make and actions we take that define character – that determine “who” we are.  And that determination – at least in drama – always comes from within

-at bottom, a great many memorable stories alternate between pursuing and being pursued

-children are created in films for the same reason they are created in real life: because they carry the future with them.  If they exist, the tribe will continue to exist; if they die, the storyteller and the audience die.  Thus, all of a society’s hopes, fears, and its wildest fantasies of future existence are bound up in children

-as with every other genre, the key to memorability and popularity is to transcend the elements that are customarily associated with it

-the appeal of chimeras reveals one of the most important creative principles: bring together elements that had been thought of as totally separate and find a way to unify them

-like drama and film, a limitation on options enhances the excitement and interest
-if life, there may be different choices one can make to accomplish a goal.  In films, there is often only one, and the hero gets to show how smart he is by figuring out what it is

-drama depends on the assumption that things don’t “just happen” but that individuals are responsible for what happens to them.  Thus, the appearance of fate, coincidence, and divine intervention are seldom seen as evidence of good dramatic writing
-collaboration, of course, requires compromise

-this is one of the reasons screenwriters have relatively little power – they surrender their creative contribution before most other people have even come aboard

-in filmmaking, compromise is not antithetical to creativity, it is what makes it possible

-when we look at the list of memorable popular films we frequently find something similar – that the writing, directing, cinematography, music, etc, together produce a unified whole that transcends its parts

-while it’s hard to get away with breaking the rules of tragedy, in comedy it’s not a problem because they’re aren’t any rules

-tragedy builds tension through rising action that culminates in an emotional climax.  Comedy, on the other hand, builds tension and then releases it through laughter
-comedy affirms the importance of feelings and praises the fluid and unconventional, even if that means creating disharmony by breaking social and other kinds of laws

-the best known comedians created characters that were defiant, disobedient, and created chaos

-comedies charm us, warm us, and give us relief from the pain of life.  However, it is tragedy we most often recall, perhaps because we recall pain more readily that pleasure.  Or perhaps it is because tragedy reconciles us to our ultimate fate, which is loss, decay, and death

-comedies usually begin with someone who is out of a job, poor, broke, unemployable – a “loser.”  By the end of the story, more often than not, they’re a “success.”  The course of comedy is thus always an ascent to power

-in one sense, all memorable stories are coming-of-age stories, if what we mean by the term is a story about someone who moves from one stage of development to a more advanced stage

-it is the films that transcend their genres, that go beyond them and are about more than the stock elements of the genre that stand a chance of being popular and ultimately memorable
-villains are often said to be obsessed or even possessed, but we use such terms to express the fact that we don’t approve of what they’re committed to.  This is because they’re usually committed to themselves and their own self-aggrandizement and acquisition of power.  We say the hero is committed no matter how obsessive his behavior is, because he’s usually committed to something beyond himself
-frequently the hero and villain’s actions look very much alike.  It’s what these actions are for that determines whether we think of the character as being obsessed or committed

-drama is a social art form in which a community speaks to itself about itself.  
-the striving for oneness, wholeness, community, and family is a constant desire of the human heart and therefore a constant creation of the human imagination.  This is why, by the end of many films, the community has discovered the importance of the hero, and the hero has simultaneously discovered the importance of community
-a sizeable number of the most memorable films deal with the hero’s struggle to identify the true, rather than the false community

-by the end of such stories, the protagonist frees himself from the false community and begins to form a new, better community

-compassion is directly connected to the process that underlies all successful storytelling: identification.  It is not just a feeling – and certainly not a cheap one.  It is as much a thought process, one that leads us to understand the character
-like religion, people go to movies, not to see the world as it really is but to see a world that compensates for the one they know.  If stories survive, it is because they help us to survive, because what we experience in life is not adequate to sustain us and because the desires we have for justice, truth, compassion, and excitement can often only be fulfilled in the world of imagination

-you can usually predict where most films will end: where they began

-this common strategy may be called “Completion and Return.”  It is, however, not circular.  By the end of the story, the central character or the situation or the audience – sometimes all three – have moved beyond where they were at the beginning.  Like a piece of music that sets up a motif at the beginning and then resolves it at the end, the spiral structure of “Completion and Return” is very satisfying to experience

-complications don’t necessarily give depth to a work, but complexity often does

-the most commercially successful films are usually built around a concept that can be expressed 1) simply 2) succinctly and 3) vividly

-the ability to express concepts quickly, simply, and vividly, has always been one of the core principles of effective communication

-the key to an effective concept is condensation and compression – finding a shorthand way of communicating the essential idea in a way that people can remember and, of equal importance, be able to repeat to others.  An effectively stated concept captures the essence of a story, not in any detail, but in a way that causes people to say “tell me more”
-a satisfactory dramatic enemy has intention, desire, and will – all of which may be judged in moral terms

-if you can’t tell what the central conflict is, the film is going to have trouble finding an audience

-this doesn’t mean the central conflict has to be clear to the audience from the outset.  Sometimes, it isn’t until late in the film that the audience realizes what’s really going on.  However, it helps if the people who create the film know what its central conflict is before the cameras start rolling

-the persistence of the villain meets the resistance of the hero – more often than not, the villains want to change things, and the hero wants to prevent change from taking place

-in our most memorable popular films, however, heroes seldom want to make fundamental changes in their societies.  They may wish to restore what used to exist, they may want people to live up to what they say and they believe, but they are seldom revolutionaries who want to bring about change in the fundamental nature of their society

-as tends to be true for all popular arts, the vast majority of films and their protagonists are inherently conservative.  It is even possible they are popular because they are conservative

-many of the most memorable popular films contain conspiracies
-action/adventure, detective, science fiction, gangster and horror films frequently revolve around conspiracies.  If a political or social institution is important to the story, the institution conspires to overcome the individual

-conspiracies are useful storytelling devices for at least two reasons.  First, they replicate the way many of us see the world.  Our enemies are often “them” – the government, corporations, the opposite gender, professional, ethnic, religious, or national groups or some other collective but amorphous “they”

-drama, of course, demands concrete characters.  But very often the enemy that the hero struggles against is a representative of some larger force

-the second reason conspiracies are dramatically useful is that they increase the stakes
-in modern stories “Goliath” is either an institution or a collective group

-as with so many other aspects of storytelling, the difference between the good guys and the bad guys is not in what they do, but in how we value it

-whenever we are allowed to see corruption in courtrooms, newspapers, schools, churches, police, government, or other social institutions, the corruptors become the enemy against which the central character must struggle
-heroes, in movies and in life, do things that require courage, pain, and suffering.  They face the threat of physical and psychological death and they do so knowing that their actions may go entirely unnoticed

-most of all, the hero needs to have the courage of his own convictions, which means, in turn, that the must have the will to overcome his constraints.  Unleashing his inhibitions is one of the crucial moments in the progression of the story

-in theatre, film, and most other forms of storytelling, the more crises there are, the more engaging the work is likely to be

-the hero must face danger because the confrontation gives him an opportunity to prove he’s a hero.  Of the many crises heroes face, the one that is generally the most important in memorable films occurs most frequently around one hour into the story

-the hero is reactive for most of the first hour of the film.  This does not mean they are passive; it merely means that what they do is a response to something someone else has done

-but at the One-Hour Crisis Point, the hero makes a decision – usually involving an ethical choice – that determines everything else that follows

-as long as they are simply responding to others, heroes are pushed from behind; once they seize control of their destiny, however, they have opened the door to the possibility of heroic behavior
-cruelty continues to be the mark of villains, the thing that lets the audience know who they are supposed to be against

-why don’t we turn against these other types of characters?  Because the people to whom they cause pain deserve it

-innocence is central to determining whether the behavior is cruel or not

-the greatest curse you can place on fellow human beings is to cause them to lose faith in their own potential

-a curse is anything that prevents a person from being truly alive and able to fulfill his or her own potential

-curses are intended to be traps.  They usually occur early in the story so that there is time for us to see how the protagonist escapes from the trap

-like so much else in drama and film, contrivance works best when it hides the process that produced it

-because motion pictures move through real time, anything that makes us aware of the passage of time, that turns time itself into an element of the story, can increase dramatic intensity
-conversely, an otherwise ordinary story can take on urgency and excitement simply by creating a deadline

-death has been the ultimate conflict and the ultimate resolution of stories

-it should not surprise us, then, to find that most memorable popular films involve death or the threat of death

-the struggle with death, however, is not concerned primarily or perhaps even principally with the preservation of the body; it is concerned even more with the death of the soul, of the self, of consciousness

-when men die, it is usually at the hands of another man.  When women die, it is hardly ever at the hands of another woman; rather it is usually from diseases such as cancer, tuberculosis, or some other cause outside of human control

-storytellers practice the art of deception in much the same way and for the same reason that magicians do: because it’s fascinating

-“things are not what they seem,” which could be said of all the world’s most memorable art, and certainly of all memorable films

-we don’t mind being outsmarted by a film’s creators, but we do not like to feel cheated – the creators must “play fair.”  When we realize the truth, let’s say in a whodunit, we must have a sense of recognition; that is, re-cognition – that the evidence was there, but we didn’t see it.  Things may not be what they seem, but we must be able to see it

-when people make decisions, they cut themselves off, not only from something that might lie ahead but also from a possible escape route that would allow them to back out of their decision.  That is why, making a decision can, in itself, be dramatic and memorable – in life as well as film
-the most memorable dramatic actions are often decisions that involve ethical values.  It follows, then, that the most dramatic scenes are often those in which ethical values are in conflict and the central character must choose between them

-the hero must not only have the courage of his convictions, he must also have the will to overcome his constraints.  He does this most often through defiance of the rules or laws of his society.  Defiance is the first requirement of the hero; in fact, it is difficult to think of any heroic figures – in life or in film – who are not defiant
-because defiance is so central to creating the character of the hero, stories often spend much of their time getting the audience to understand what the law is, and then getting them to want the hero to break the law
-defiance, however, cannot be merely an attitude.  It’s not enough to just stand up to something; the hero must stand for something.  Defiance, if it is to be heroic, must stem from a moral position

-denouement which means “unraveling” or “untying the knot”

-in most recent American films, however, denouements have tended to be missing or are severely truncated

-at the heart of many of the most memorable stories, there is a deep-seated fear of desertion.  Being left alone in a dark, menacing world they’ve never faced before

-we take our pleasure from torturing our characters

-what often feels like desertion, however, is sometimes a necessary stage in our – and therefore the hero’s development.  Children must be weaned from their mothers, teenagers must leave home, and adults must try to give up whatever they use as a crutch if they are to learn to stand on their own two feet and become autonomous human beings.  However the story arranges it, desertion is a test of character that determines whether someone possesses “the right stuff.”  What is important is not so much the desertion as how the character deals with it

-in real life, people desire to see a world in which effort is rewarded, innocence protected, guilt punished, love requited, hunger sated, truth triumphant, lies exposed, wars won, criminals brought to justice, inner strengths confirmed, power controlled, gasoline cheap, housing plentiful, disease curable, children happy, and beauty eternal
-but what we know about the real world is that many of these desires are never going to be fulfilled.  So, we turn to popular motion pictures, where we find desires fulfilled – not necessarily those of the characters, but of the audience

-“the dreams that you dare to dream really do come true”

-there are three things a memorable popular film is never about:
1) Unrequited love 2) Impotence 3) Despair

-because the gospel of popular entertainment is based on individualism – the belief that you can become anything you want if only you want it badly enough – anything that suggests otherwise is forbidden

-it’s about overcoming despair, about realizing the value and potency of one’s life – which is probably why the film has moved so many people for so many years

-in real life, people experience unrequited love, impotence, and despair all the time.  But we go to movies seeking hope, the opposite of despair

-though some dictionaries treat fate and destiny as synonyms, from the standpoint of character and the motivation of human behavior, they are quite different

-you seek your destiny; you succumb to your fate.  Destiny originates within the self; fate comes from outside.  Fate is the force that lies beyond individual will and control; it pushes you from behind.  Destiny is the attracting force in front of you that acts like a magnet and that you choose to acquire

-popular American films invariably encourage us to believe in destiny and to deny the existence of fate – if they didn’t, they wouldn’t be popular

-the idea that you can seize control of your destiny is the central tenet of America’s unstated state religion, Individualism.  It is the ideology that the United States exports to the rest of the world, and perhaps more than any other single factor, explains the ongoing appeal of American films

-at their most powerful, American films are sacred dramas for a secular society.  What is most sacred in American society is the faith Americans have, which we see in virtually every popular film, that each individual possesses within himself the power to control his destiny

-drama is predicated on the belief that the individual creates – and is thus responsible for – his destiny
-in real life, if the result of a decision is good, we are likely to attribute what happened to destiny, that is, something we chose to do.  If our decision leads to a bad or ineffective end, however, we are likely to attribute it to fate.  Drama does not have this luxury

-it is not the details themselves that are necessarily important; it is the precision used in telling the story that helps make it credible and interesting

-much of the logic and structure of “detective films” can be found in other works that have nothing to do with gumshoes, cops, and femme fatales.  
-films post a question the story seeks to answer, but instead of “Who did it?” the question is “Who is this person”? or “Why did he do what he did?”  One of the things that makes the detective story structure so satisfying is precisely that it asks a single fundamental question, and when the answer is revealed, the story is over

-detective stories are obsessed with corruption, which is identified with the antagonist

-detective stories are inherently conservative – the detective wants to restore order.  In detective stories, the villain is often a kind of scapegoat – if it weren’t for the villain, the community would be tranquil, and once he is removed, it will become so again

-dues ex machina means “a god from a machine”

-the filmic equivalent of the dues ex machina is seen when at the last minute the cavalry comes to the rescue.  It is not a device to be recommended unless all else fails

-no screenwriter who wants to continue being employed would dare imitate real speech

-the famous speeches in films, are almost always fewer than ten words in length

-although screenwriters are forbidden to use lofty or “poetic” language, their goal is very like that of the poet: to say much in as few words as possible

-but nature, by itself, is an inadequate dramatic antagonist.  This is, in part, because nature is not a character but an impersonal force.  It is also because nature is not concerned with morality, and the most memorable dramas are all morality tales
-to deal with the dramatic inadequacies of man versus nature, disaster films generally add some kind of love story.  In addition, many disaster films juxtapose nature and human technology, usually to demonstrate the inadequacy of the latter
-there is almost invariably some know-it-all character or corporation that at first dismisses the threat, then foolishly confronts the force of nature without understanding what it’s up against.  The protagonist, as in horror films, survives because he does his homework – carefully studying his adversary and not acting until precisely the right moment
-disaster films, like war films, are usually structured around multiple battles.  The danger is that these encounters will become repetitive

-what usually prevents the feeling of repetitiveness is the dramatic requirement of rising action, in which the pace, scale, and emotional impact of each battle becomes greater as the story progresses

-an interesting story is one in which we go through a constant process of discovery.  Of what?  In a great many memorable films: the truth

-it is not as important for the filmmaker to reveal the truth as for the audience to discover it.  Nor is it absolutely necessary for the characters in the story to be the ones making the discovery

-filmmakers are often tempted to tell the audience things.  Far more powerful is letting the audience discover them

-despite these changing definitions, what remains consistent about a documentary is that its structure is centrifugal, whereas a drama’s is centripetal
-a documentary is about something outside itself – an individual, culture, institution, historic or current event.  Therefore, like a centrifuge, its energy is directed outward, toward the thing in the real world that the film is about

-a dramatic film, however, spins inward, towards its own center, centripetally, inviting the audience to forget what they know about the real world in order to enter the make-believe world created by the filmmakers

-drama is concerned with an inner truth, and seldom worries about the “other” side of the story.  If it did, we would realize how often one person’s comedy is another person’s tragedy

-dualities are not contradictions.  A contradiction exists when one thing refutes or cancels out the other, which is why when we face a contradiction we feel it necessary to pick one or the other

-they are different stages or elements of a whole, and you cannot understand one unless you also understand the other
-all drama is constructed on a dualistic foundation.  Often one side represents the good and the desirable and the other represents the bad and the undesirable

-but from the standpoint of drama, the good side needs the bad side; without it, there would be no story

-it is possible for the hero to be attracted to the dark side, but few villains are ever attracted to the idea of becoming good.  Some of the most memorable characters are those who contain within themselves the potential for both good and evil, and the possibility that the protagonist will move from one to the other can create a powerful dramatic tension

-wherever the light shines the brightest, it creates the darkest shadows.  It is often not the brightness that makes characters interesting, but rather the darkness
-in many of the most memorable stories, the central character is torn between desire and duty, between what the self seeks and society demands.  The inner voice whispers, “I want…” but the outer voice responds, with an echo-chamber resonance, “You must…”
-everyone knows that great cliché “A man’s gotta do….” And everyone knows what a man’s got to do is his duty

-whenever push comes to shove, we’re on fertile dramatic ground, which is why the conflict between desire and duty is so powerful

-the duty of the hero is not merely to stand up; he must stand for something.  It’s not something he desires; its something he’s got to do, something that is his duty.  Poor guy
-a film only needs two elements to become memorable: originality and elegance.  Achieving these qualities, however, requires more time and effort than most people are willing to expend, which is why we see them so seldom

-film aspires to the condition of poetry – saying as much as possible with as few elements as possible.  When this happens, scientists, mathematicians, and artists call it “elegant,” which is justly considered the highest form of praise

-endings must be happy for the audience, not necessarily for the characters.  More often than not, the central characters in the film have gone through such trauma, loss, pain, sacrifice, and suffering that calling their final state “happy” would be a bitter, maddeningly insensitive joke.  They have survived, but no person should envy them

-what is required for the ending of a film is not happiness; it is justice.  The bad force may not totally overcome the protagonist, but it always takes its toll.  The endings of the vast majority of memorable popular films are, in fact, Pyrrhic victories

-happiness has nothing to do with being a hero; in fact, happiness is something that heroes learn to live without.  It is one of the reasons why, in real life, we seldom seek to be heroes

-epics usually tell a tale of some bygone past when people behaved more courageously, with more conviction, determination, and altruism than, it is felt, animates the contemporary listener of the tale
-while heroes are mandatory, it is not so much individuals whose destiny is determined by the action in epics as it is nations, religions, followers of an idea, and civilizations.  In epics, the individual represents one of these larger forces

-epilogues are not be confused with denouements, which clean up the loose ends of the story.  The epilogue goes beyond the story – usually to some point in the future.  We are told what happened to the major characters

-notice that we are told what happened in epilogues and denouements.  Since the greatest truism of film is “show, don’t tell,” these are devices that are generally used sparingly and briefly

-ethics and character are inextricably connected.  When we speak of a person “of good character,” we are not making a statement about their psychology but about their ethics.  Ethics is often thought of as a kind of philosophy
-it is not just actions that make scene memorable; often, it is the ethical decisions that lead to them

-many modern people, however, have difficulty believing that evil actually exists

-true evil makes no excuses, cops no pleas, and apologizes for nothing

-but the simpler the explanation, the more powerful the evil seems
-once we know what kind of evil force is involved, no further explanation is needed

-having prepared himself to die, the warrior/hero often finds it difficult to live in the society that sent him forth.  This is in part because that which has the power to save also has the power to destroy

-the “Exile of the Hero” has been an important element in most heroic stories for thousands of years.  Heroes are not something society wants – it needs them.  But when that need has been fulfilled, it’s time for the hero to head into the sunset

-all art seeks the exotic, to make the strange familiar or the familiar strange, to create worlds we have never seen or to introduce us to characters we have never imagined

-filmmakers have constantly sought exotic locales for their films

-time periods can also be exotic.   “The past is a foreign country.  They do things differently there.”

-a significant part of the appeal of costume dramas and “period pieces” is their exotic look and customs

-in memorable films, the more familiar the characters are, the more likely it is that they will appear in an exotic setting.  Conversely, the more familiar the setting, the more likely it is to be populated with exotic characters

-this is an example of exposition, in which one character tells another something  he already knows, and the line is delivered not for the sake of the character but for the sake of the audience
-in all three cases, exposition is an explanation for something that has happened or is about to happen.  Exposition often creates a problem for the filmmaker.  As the word itself suggests, exposition takes us away from the “position” we are currently in – the present time and place of the characters – and takes us somewhere else, often backwards

-exposition risks losing the audience because it stops the forward progression of the story.  Exposition usually consists of information, facts, and data the audience needs to know; but it is usually knowledge, not emotion, they get, and it is therefore inherently undramatic

-exposition that is merely informative can be redundant or irrelevant. When it is integrated into the dramatic action, however, it can serve a useful function
-if there must be exposition – and sometimes there really doesn’t need to be – it’s best if the audience isn’t aware that it is exposition

-in art, “expressionism” is usually defined as the exteriorization of an interior state.  In film there is nothing but exteriorization – what the audience sees and hears.  Ultimately, all film is expressionist
-we love stories of failures who became successes, perhaps because so many of us feel it is the story of our lives.  In the real world, the pain of failure is so great that most people give up rather than allow others to label them a failure
-in drama, the question is not whether there will be failure – without it, the story lacks interest and has no place to go.  The question is: what will the hero do in response to his failure?  The only solution for the hero is to pick himself up, dust himself off, and keep going.  Failure is what gives heroes an opportunity to prove that they are heroes

-comedy is the story of a failure who achieved success; tragedy is the story of a success who achieved failure.  Many of the most memorable films are about someone who achieved one kind of success but failed to achieve another

-families are tangible and thus far more emotionally involving than society
-the most memorable films demonstrate an astonishing focus on families.  In doing so, they are merely continuing the 2,500 year old history of the theater

-the family is the matrix of identity (“matrix” comes from the same root as “Mother”).  Most of what we will ever know about love and hate, jealousy and desire, compassion and tenderness, cupidity and fear, respect and loathing, are learned within the family, so it is only natural that fictional families are such fertile ground for the development of dramatic material.  Basing a film on a family is, in fact, the quickest way to appeal to multiple constituencies - young and old, men and women, parents and children

-the family is also where we first experience the tensions and conflicts between the needs of the individual and the needs of the group, between desire and duty, the most fundamental conflict of all

-where there is a family, there are age and gender differences, and both provide rich veins of dramatic potential, since ageism and sexism stem from a competition of power, and power is, of course, at the core of drama
-a fanatic is someone engaged in the unprincipled pursuit of a principle.  Fanatics will stop at nothing to reach their goal, no matter whom they have to hurt along the way
-heroes sometimes may seem at times to be fanatics, but is their adherence to a higher principle that distinguishes them from villains

-fantasy comes from the same root as “phantom,” meaning something that isn’t there.  In a fantasy, the attitude is: “Wouldn’t it be nice if…?”  The conditional verb, however, expresses a wish that you don’t seriously expect to be fulfilled

-fantasy sells, perhaps better and more predictably than any other genre

-the hero may be afraid, but he never lets that fear stop him from doing what he must do
-three kinds of people are allowed to express fear: children, women, and men who will come to an unfortunate end.  In all three cases, fear is a weakness that either requires someone else to do the job or is a kind of fatal flaw

-it is feelings that lie at the heart of all memorable popular films, and quotes such as those above can be found in nearly all memorable popular films.  When the feelings of the filmmakers, the feelings of the characters, and the feelings of the audience come together, there is the opportunity for greatness

-the popularity of films from Lucas and Kubrick demonstrate how little audiences care about facts and how much they prefer fiction

-film noir is the only genre to have been invented by critics

-it is widely recognized that the protagonist in comedy is invariably a “fish out of water,” a “stranger in a strange land” – somebody who doesn’t really belong

-what is less often recognized is that the protagonist in tragedies is also usually a person who doesn’t belong.  The difference is that, in comedy, the stranger is usually trying to get into the strange land, whereas in tragedy he’s trying to get out

-in almost all memorable stories, you could say of the hero, “He didn’t really belong.”  A character who does belong, who is not a fish out of water, is not likely to be very interesting

-the reason flashbacks came back was that they are not merely stylistic flourishes, like iris shots; they are necessary tools that, so far, cannot be replaced by others
-the available devices for moving from present time into a flashback are limited, and have been cliché’s for many years

-all use such effects because on one has come up with anything substantially better

-a movie flows through real time, like a river carrying you toward your destination.  If you ask a question or think about something other than the movie, you’re out of the river and up on the bank – out of the flow.  This is seldom good
-foils are poised around the hero like spokes in a wheel.  They are necessary to support the force and the momentum of the story, but the center of gravity and power needs to lie at the center, in the person whose story it is

-foil characters exist to fulfill a particular need of the story, which is usually to reveal something, not about the foil, but about the central character

-good foil characters reveal different aspects of the main character

-if, on the other hand, the audience knows something is going to happen, but doesn’t know exactly what that is, the result in an increase in tension, which is always desirable

-we might notice that these two examples, one visual, and one accompanied by ominous music, demonstrate that foreshadowing is often accomplished through something other than words

-many memorable films use the omniscient narrator device of “voice-over narration.”  Even here, though, the “fourth wall” retains its power – the audience is seldom directly addressed, and it is often never clear to whom the narrator is speaking

-war stories are set on fronts, while westerns and science fiction films are set on frontiers.  Both are places of danger, death, and transcendence.  They are the perfect setting for drama because they provide the hero with the opportunity to be heroic
-each genre defines itself by an implicit contract with its audience.  The story will contain familiar ingredients served up in a certain order and a certain way
-from an artistic standpoint, genres can be constricting precisely because of the implicit contract between filmmaker and audience.  A contract, by definition, requires you to act in a predictable manner; but predictability is the enemy of art.  The trick with genre films is to be predictable, but in some way unpredictable as well

-unless a genre film transcends its conventions, its potential audience will be limited
-the challenge in working in a genre is to fulfill the terms of the implicit contract with the fans of that genre, but at the same time to transcend those elements so the film can reach a much wider audience

-in movies where the central character is accompanied by a “sidekick,” the main character provides strength and ability, while the side character provides laughs and sometimes common sense

-in fact, if there isn’t an exchange of gifts, there is no reason for the relationship to exist.  In countless love stories, the man is good at rational thought and analysis while the woman is good at understanding and expressing feelings.  Each gives the other qualities they lack or brings out of the other their latent potential

-gift-giving is an inherent part of all social relationships, and involves an unspoken obligation

-knowing what the audience’s expectations are and how to simultaneously give that to them but also surprise them is an attribute of a genius

-drama is not about God’s Will; it’s about the will of the central characters
-the fundamental rule of memorable popular films is that what happens to a character is the result of what he or she chooses to do

-in popular films, however, character is destiny and divine intervention is against the rules

-many of America’s memorable popular films have at their core a goofy character.  “Goofy” can mean bumbling, eccentric, loveable, and much else besides
-perhaps this is because “goofy” so often goes with “loveable.”  In American culture, goofy is good

-we quickly habituate or become used to sensations, so, to produce the same level or arousal, we either need more of the same stimulus, or we need to repeat it more frequently.  If there is not an increase in level or frequency, the original response is diminished, and sometimes we fail to respond at all
-the struggle to overcome habituation lies behind nearly every aspect of modern art, commerce, education, philosophy, and religion.  It is manifested in that word that is ubiquitous in the modern world: “New”

-the need for happiness is, in fact, one of the things the hero has transcended

-success is something the hero no longer aspires to, and happiness is something the hero no longer is concerned with, or perhaps even capable of 

-to choose heroism is to choose pain, sacrifice, loss, and sometimes even death

-heroes are like saints: they die for our sins, and happiness is besides the point

-heroes have to act like heroes – what a narrow range of behavior that is!

-villains, on the other hand, can any way they choose, and that’s why they are often more interesting than the hero

-many great protagonists in world drama are flawed, vulnerable, vacillating, and contradictory characters

-in memorable popular films, heroism is not a lifestyle; it consists of a few heroic acts

-filmmakers know that heroes are almost invariably defiant and incapable of fitting in.  But sometimes they lose sight of the importance of the hero’s reluctance

-the person who rushes into battle and storms to the top of the hill is certainly being proactive, and he may seem to be heroic.  But he is also likely to be dead by morning.  Heroes are reluctant because no person in his right mind volunteers to be a hero

-the villain was a villain long before the hero arrived on the scene, and the hero had no part in turning him into a villain.  Nor, if the hero disappeared, would the villain cease to be a villain
-villains turn people into heroes – it is the hero’s reaction to the villain that makes him a hero, and when the villain disappears, there is nothing left to be heroic about

-in these and almost all other memorable films, the hero is not proactive; he is reactive
-the hero doesn’t become a hero simply because he takes a stand against the villain; he becomes a hero because he stands for something.  This can be justice, a cause, his family, friends, community, or nation.  Invariably, while the villain stands for himself, the hero stands for something beyond himself

-drama has always involved a dialogue between the individual and society, dealing with the conflict between desire and duty.  Heroes don’t do what they do to achieve success, win approval, or reap material benefits; they do it because it’s “the right thing.”  Invariably, what is required of heroes is that they sacrifice themselves for some transcendent value

-each is the story of a single individual, who is referred to in the title, and around whom all the important action, all the major scenes, and all the other characters revolve.  It is the strongest dramatic structure ever conceived
-one reason for the power of the single-hero story is that it is the most economical and concentrated way to tell a story.  It may also be an analog of our own psychology, since many of us see life as having one major, central character: ourself

-because there is much power in this structure, it is always important to ask of a film, “Whose film is this?” Often, when a film does not work, it is because the creators of the film have failed to figure out the answer to this simple but fundamental question

-women nurture.  This is good for society, but bad for drama.  When a woman is depicted as a heroine, she is supposed to do what all heroes and heroines do – suffer
-discussions of “strong women” in film, provides an important clue

-men can – and usually do – act heroically when a woman is present.  One way for women to emerge as heroes, therefore, is to get rid of the men

-historical tales work best with audiences if they feel relevant to our own time.  That will be achieved, not in sets and costumes, but in characters
-the hook is what gets people into the film

-the hook is what causes people to say, “Tell me more.”  At its best it’s not just a gimmick, but rather an inherent part of the story

-horripilation is the term for the hair on the back of the neck that stands up when we are seized by intense fear.  Raising those follicles is the goal of all horror films

-the object of horror films is to produce screams

-the origin of horror can come from whatever lies beyond death, demonic forces, or fooling around with Mother Nature

-we love to see the effects of hubris, the ancient Greek term usually translated as “excessive pride”

-there are lots of stories about the rise of someone to great prominence; the stories we remember however, are much more likely to be about someone’s rise and fall

-humility, the opposite of hubris, is what we require of heroes.  When they are possessed by hubris, they are no longer heroes

-ever since Greek tragedy, whenever a character boasts of his power, it can be predicted that he will lose it.  Humility is one of the principal requirements of heroes; if they lose it, they lose us

-the process of identification in drama: the audience is presented with a single unique individual, and they are asked to see not only his uniqueness but how much he and they are alike

-what’s important about the audience’s relationship with a character is not whether they sympathize, empathize, or even whether they actually identify with the character.  What’s really most important is that they identify with the situation the character is in

-it is not death we fear so much as it is impotence

-this “plague upon the land” is often seen in the beginning of many memorable stories, and its power stems from the apparent impotence of everyone in the story

-on one level, all memorable drama deals with the conflict between power and impotence, fecundity and sterility, generation and degeneration.  On it simplest and most overt level, this is the struggle between life and death.  When this struggle takes place on the psychological and spiritual level, it is more subtle than one that takes place on the physical level, but it can be just as compelling

-incongruity results from the juxtaposition of two actions, characters, moods, or other elements that at first feel like they don’t belong together

-when filmmakers lead us to understand and accept incongruity, contradiction, and duality, the effect can be very powerful

-in the United States, where belief in the power and the importance of the individual is the unstated State Religion, heroes thrive in the realm of fiction but wither in the realm of reality

-America’s most popular films propagate the belief that heroism is within the reach of every individual human being – “You too, can be a hero”

-individuation is the term Jungian psychologists use for the process of becoming an autonomous mature adult.  It is a process that lies at the heart of memorable stories

-in real life, we are all the product of our parents and families, our communities, our biological inheritance, and our times.  The hero in fiction, however, is not merely the sum of all these parts; he must transcend them, find an authentic self.  The hero is autogenic – in some important way, he creates himself. That is partly why we consider him a hero

-ingenuity is especially treasured by Americans, but it has also been one of the requirements of heroes since ancient times

-ingenuity is closely allied with wit.  Both are the result of being able to ‘think on your feet,’ of being flexible and courageous enough to rely on your gut instinct

-test of ingenuity are frequent in popular films because it’s one of the ways in which the central character can prove he has what it takes to be a hero
-many of the most memorable dramatic works deal with an individual whose conflict is not merely with the outside world but within himself.  The central character’s inner conflict may be even more important than his outer conflict
-but film focuses on what we can see and hear – the exteriorization of thoughts and feelings

-one way to express inner conflicts is to use a voice-over narration, in which the narrator talks about the character’s interior struggle, but we do not actually see anything that would lead us to understand the conflict 

-who is he talking to?  The answer is, of course, the audience.  Apocalypse Now demonstrates what is true of all narrations used to express inner conflicts: there doesn’t necessarily need to be a concrete second party because the narration consists almost entirely of exposition, in which a character talks about things that are dramatized on the screen

-herein lies the danger of inner conflicts: since they remain inner, they defy the primary injunction of film, “Show, don’t tell”

-a host of memorable popular films involve youths struggling with a crisis in which they will lose their innocence

-but there are also many memorable popular films about a grown-up who goes through a similar process

-the loss of innocence is one of the great themes in fiction (and life)

-someone who is innocent has not been poisoned….yet

-innocence often evokes a sense of loss, but we might note that sometimes innocence is not lost, it’s given up, people want knowledge, even if it threatens to poison them

-the audience loves innocence, which is why so many child actors and child characters have been favorites.  It also loves actors that seem to maintain a sense of innocence despite being full-fledged adults

-in drama, intelligence consists mostly of the ability to meet the unknown or the unexpected, what in another context is called “street smarts.”  Mp dramatic hero ever learned anything important in a book or school

-the director knows that fictional films are based on the Principle of Intentionality: everything has meaning, and nothing “just happens.”  If he allowed the sound of a passing airplane on the soundtrack, the audience would assume it did mean something

-in the world of movies, unlike life, there are no accidents or inadvertencies, and the contract between filmmaker and audience states that everything we see and hear is there for a purpose

-most of the problems we experience in life are the result of the interface between two or more elements

-the more people interface with one another and with institutions, the more conflict there will be and the greater potential for telling interesting stories

-the hero is always an intermediary, someone who mediates between different social groups, between man and nature, man and god, or some other constellation of forces

-all intermediaries, people who did not belong totally within the family or community they were originally a part of, and were, partly  as a consequence, able to go between their original group and some other

-intermediaries are powerful because they are useful – because they can go between different communities.  Villains, by contrast, are usually well-integrated into their communities, and are often members of its power structure.  They belong; heroes don’t

-to be an intermediary is to always be lonely, because you never truly belong

-one of the recurrent paradoxes of heroes is that they so often successfully mediate between contending cultures or value systems, but they often cannot mediate between contending forces within themselves

-the intermediary is almost invariably trapped between the contending forces – which, for purposes of drama, is just fine

-in the modern world, many people feel loneliness and inner conflict of being intermediaries, that they don’t really belong to their families, their society, their nation or, most anguishing of all, to themselves.  This emotional quandary explains why we so easily identify with people who are trapped between contending forces: ultimately, we are all intermediaries

-film is perhaps the most intimate medium ever invented

-intimacy, however it is obtained, can be very powerful, and it is no wonder that so many films strive for it on as many levels as possible

-intuition and insight are psychologically related qualities, referring to the ability to see what’s important, to recognize the true nature of things

-they were acquired ‘the hard way’ – from experience.  It is one of the many lessons in the Star Wars series – and in many another memorable popular film

-irony is the art of saying one thing and meaning another

-much of what we call art and intelligence involves understanding hidden or ambiguous meanings.  A good proportion of the most powerful communications we create as individuals and as a species relies on saying one thing but meaning another

-the reason jokes so often have a three-stage structure is that it takes a minimum of two elements to establish a pattern, and the third element, the “punch line,” reverses the progression, surprising us and making us laugh

-the frequency with which jokes appear is, in fact, one of the distinguishing features of popular memorable American films

-many memorable films – like memorable stories throughout history – involve a journey

-even more important is the movement in psychological or spiritual terms

-what is important in the journey is not the physical distance but the moral distance the central character covers

-we don’t go to films just to see a world; we go to see a just world

-if, in the beginning, a character has inherited wealth or power that he tries to use as a weapon against other people, we can be sure it will be diminished or lost by the end of the film.  If, on the other hand, the character is poor and powerless in the beginning but tries to help other people other than himself, we can be sure he’ll acquire power before the end

-if a woman is alone but is a nice person or is easy on the eye, we can be sure she’ll find someone to lover her by the end.  Movies are one of the few places in modern life where things constantly work out the way we want them to work out

-to be memorable, a film does not have to have a happy ending.  It does, however, require a just one

-in movies, nothing useful ever comes out of time spent in school

-these characters possess self-knowledge, the most valuable knowledge of all – the kind the second lieutenant and a lot of other educated hotshots never seem to have

-we love to laugh and we love people who make us laugh

-laughter is the most powerful tool for producing empathy ever invented.  There is no such thing as a film that has too many laughs

-the most memorable popular films nearly always adhere to the Principle of Parsimony, using no more lines, characters, scenes, and time than are absolutely required.  Some stories are, to be sure, so complex, rich, and dense that they require more time.  But consuming more time has no relationship to achieving timelessness

-heroism is not the same thing as leadership

-leaders do not necessarily get in front of people and urge them to follow; rather, they are often like generals who stay behind and urge people forward.  Heroes, on the other hand, are the people at the front of the line, yelling, “Charge!” and hoping people will follow them

-loners can’t be leaders.  But the, if you’re a hero, you don’t need to be one

-the sacred texts of all three major western religions are obsessed with loss, as are a good portion of the world’s most memorable poems, novels, and films

-the loss of something important is often the true beginning of the film’s story or it ends the story – often both

-virtually every memorable children’s story deals with parents, friends, or other valuable things that central characters have lost

-loss and memory go together, and the number of memorable films that evoke or are explicitly about memory is astonishing
-a very large proportion of America’s most memorable films are permeated by loss.  It is the great universal theme, the emotion that everyone can identify with and be moved by
-Frank Capra once said that all the world’s great stories are love stories, and as long as we don’t take that too literally, he may well have been right

-what is lost in love is a sense of the self as an autonomous being; what is born is a sense of a new self that is part of a whole

-love stories need to be distinguished from romances.  In films, as in much of the world’s literature, love stories frequently end with loss caused by the separation or death of the lovers, whereas romances, perhaps by definition, end with their unification
-we have a ‘love story’ when the participants enrich each other’s lives.  We have its opposite, a “war story,” when the participants diminish each other
-people sometimes think their problem is that they are unloved, when the real problem is that they are unable to love…the dramatic potential of being trapped inside of oneself

-love stories so often involve three-way relationships

-but the oppositional force that creates the triangle doesn’t necessarily have to be another person.  Lovers can wrestle with a social force that keeps them apart, with career and professional aspirations, with a dark secret, or with the psychological (but never the physical) incapacity of one of them
-often, a character is pulled on the one had by his love for another person and on the other by his need to do “what a man’s gotta do” “Torn twixt love and duty”

-underlying all love stories is the exchange of gifts

-lovers don’t merely give one another gifts: love is about the exchange of gifts

-unrequited love exists when one person loves another, but the person who is loved never returns the feeling.  It is always a painful experience, and while it is often seen in life, it is almost entirely absent from any list of memorable popular films.  The lovers may die, or separate, and while this may be sad, it is not unrequited love, because the love was returned
-what we frequently see in popular movies is not unrequited love but unrequited sex

-it is not love that is funny; it is sex.  If this is true, then we might expect to find the opposite is true for tragedy – and we do.  There are few “sex tragedies” but there are many “love tragedies”

-friendships and other intimate relationships are based on two precepts: love and loyalty.  Where there is love, there is automatically loyalty. Where there is only loyalty, there is seldom love

-the fabric of all human alliances is woven from trust, and once that trust is broken, the foundation of the family, marriage, community, or society begins to crumble. That’s why the relationship between loyalty and betrayal is so important in memorable films

-when there is a story dealing with a team, whether they are partners, lovers, warriors, or some other close social unit, much of the first half of the story is customarily devoted to the formation of that team, to their learning to trust one another

-loyalty is one of the highest of human achievements; it is the bedrock of any relationship between individuals or between individuals and institutions, community, and country.  That is why its development is so important to so many memorable stories

-when we complain about manipulation, what we are usually saying is that we have successfully resisted what the comedian, magician, leader, or politician was trying to get us to do
-knowing how to manipulate an audience is far more important than knowing how to manipulate the technology of film

-the drama is based on manipulating hearts and minds

-the term “McGuffin” describes what others have called “the weenie” – a plot device whose function is to get the action going, but which may be forgotten or become irrelevant by the end of the story

-the term “McGuffin” has sometimes been applied to any object that triggers the plot of a film

-a French philosopher contended that humor is based on “the mechanical encrusted on the living.”  When human behavior begins to resemble that of a machine, he said, we find it funny
-however, a human who acts “mechanically” is a ripe subject for humor

-the mechanical encrusted on the living, however, can also be a source for horror

-it can be used for either humor or horror

-“Mentor” and “mental” come from the root meaning “to think” and this is what mentors in storytelling urge their mentees to do instead of being haphazardly heroic
-putting an innocent young person between two mentors and forcing him to choose sides is a common device because it does what drama always seeks to do: trap the central character and force him to make a decision

-mentors are usually parents, surrogate parents, or even lovers

-mentors are handy to have around in films and in life

-because, as long as the mentor is around, the danger it is that the mentee will remain a student and not become a hero

-the first job of heroes is to stand on their own two feet

-the true test of whether mentors, parents, teachers, or other helping characters have been effective occurs not when they’re mentoring but when they’re no longer around

-films often use one of the principles of magic: misdirection
-in most Hitchcock films, the central character and the audience reach one conclusion after another about who’s done what and on whose behalf, but a lot of it is proven wrong.  Misdirection is a frequent and powerful storytelling device.  In the most interesting stories, things are never what they seem

-so when someone sees himself or is seen by others as having a mission, that person is obeying orders from a higher power – which is why missions are so often found in religions and war
-a mission is something outside the self, something greater than the self

-if a character is going to become imbued with a mission, he usually declares early in the film that he’s only looking out for himself

-if, on the other hand, the character begins the film with a mission, the chances are that he will reject the group that inspired it in the beginning

-anything that moves through time require modulation, an alternation from fast to slow, from exciting to quiet, from hard to soft
-all that we can say for sure is that, in films that work best, nothing stays the same for very long

-monsters fascinate audiences, but because they cannot be allowed to survive, there is often a sense of pathos surrounding the endings of their stories
-monsters are often analogous to this “scapegoat” – they die or are driven out in order that the community might live

-monsters express the duality and paradox that is found constantly in horror 

-montages compress a quick succession of multiple images and sounds to cover a long period of time, a sequence of actions, or simply to evoke the feeling and mood of complex events

-montages are generally assembled in the editing room, rather than written into the screenplay

-the mood of a story is closely related to its attitude.  Mood and attitude do not exist solely within the film itself; if they accomplish their goal, they create a mood or attitude in the audience as well
-comedies, which are usually brightly lit, convey a mood and attitude toward their stories and characters that are quite different from the dark lighting of horror and gangster films, which tend to use a multitude of shadows

-the way lines are delivered and scenes directed and edited all contribute to a film’s mood and attitude.  The music on the soundtrack is almost entirely intended to enhance the audience’s mood and attitude

-in memorable popular films, moods and attitudes are constantly changing.  Filmmakers may want to cause the audience to be fearful, depressed, and/or anxious as the story unfolds, but they do not generally want to leave them there

-most dramatic works, like most psychological, philosophical, and political systems of thought, deal with problems of human causality: why do we act the way we do?  Is the origin of motivation to be found “out there” – in our society, our parents, our race, our class, our sex, - in other words, in things over which we have no control? Or is it to be found “in here” – deep inside ourselves?
-the search for motivation assumes that human action has a purpose, and if we can figure out what that purpose is, we can understand the action

-in films as in life, we only raise questions of motivation when something doesn’t happen the way we think it should have happened.

-in film, questioning a character’s motivation usually indicates something else in the film isn’t working.  It may be the filmmakers didn’t sufficiently prepare the audience for what a character does or the action appears to be “out of character”

-in most memorable popular films, motivation is not talked about in advance or explained afterwards; it is implicit and integral – something that doesn’t need explanation.  If motivation does need to be “explained” there is probably something wrong with the story’s structure

-without mystery, it is almost impossible to tell a memorable story
-in storytelling and life, there are two kinds of mysteries: those that deal with the past and those that deal with the future

-the past haunts the present and it isn’t until we discover what happened that we fully understand the major characters

-even when there is no mysterious past, our interest in the story is maintained by the question, “What’s going to happen next?”  If we can predict what that will be – if there is no mystery – the story is boring

-a mystery, by definition, requires that we be aware that some powerful knowledge exists that we do not possess.  Mysteries, therefore, deal not with things that are totally hidden, but with things that are obscure

-although all mysteries lead to questions, all questions do not lead to mysteries.  What we often call “Mystery Stories” are, in fact, usually “Question Stories,” and once we have an answer to the question, the “mystery” disappears

-a true mystery, no matter how much we analyze it, remains a mystery.  Great films, like all great works of art, are often like that – the more we learn about them, the more we realize that the mystery of their power remains

-names have great power affecting how people see you
-taking a new name is not the same as being given one, so how one’s name is changed says a great deal about someone’s power

-some have their names bestowed upon them by their followers.  Some change their own names

-the first kind of change demonstrates moral authority, since it is willingly granted by others, the second, merely power or the desire for power

-because memorable popular films tend to be morality plays, name changes often signal that a character has transcended his former state

-when someone’s name changes during the development of a story or in real life, it invariably connotes a change in moral value and power

-the tragedy of Narcissus is that the self cannot reach out to another, that the lover is both the subject of the love and its own object. (Reputedly a common affliction in stories about males)
-the tragedy of echo is that she can only return what comes from outside herself, that she cannot express what lies within her.  (Reputedly a common affliction in stories about females)

-Echo and Narcissus are a perfect tragic team.  Echo cannot send out anything that is authentically hers, and Narcissus cannot genuinely receive anything that is not his.  The result is both sterility - which is always the greatest curse
-the Echo/Narcissus story has not overtly been told in memorable popular films, but its underlying elements are clearly there, just beneath the surface, for anyone who cares to look
-beneath the surface of many things a hero there lurks for the familiar face of Narcissus, fixated by his own image and unable to hear the voice of anyone else

-in novels, the narrator is frequently a surrogate for the author.  In films, however, a narrator is seldom a surrogate for the filmmaker.  Instead, the narrator is usually a character; often, the central figure in the story
-narration is frequently written after a film is shot, and is often the way the filmmaker rescues a film that was in trouble

-in less skillful hands, narration and voice over can become an excuse for lazy or confused filmmaking.  When it is well integrated – which is to say when it becomes part of the story rather an appendage – a narration can be seductive and powerful

-we live in a time in which most of us demand that nearly everything we consume or embrace must be ‘new’
-but most often the new element it accepts deal with style, presentation, and packaging.  The storytelling continues to derive from an unbroken tradition that goes back the ancient Greeks.  When it comes to stories, the evidence seems clear that what most people want is old wine in new bottles – the appearance of the new, but not necessarily the substance

-a popular film is constructed upon an unspoken but understood contract with the audience: “If you watch this film, you will see….” It is the obligation of the filmmakers to bring the lovers together at the end of the romantic comedy, to see the hero plug the bad guy at the end of a western, to kill the monster at the end of a horror film, to accomplish the mission in a war story, or to reveal whodunit at the end of a detective story
-the anticipation of the obligatory scene increases the audience’s interest in the film and is similar to the experience of watching a magician – we often know in a general way what will happen, but we don’t know exactly when or how

-opposites attract but they do not necessarily bind.  Therefore, two character who are opposites provide a fertile premise for either comedy or tragedy
-the potential combinations are endless, but the structural principle is the same: in some important way, the people who must work together are opposites

-the use of opposites doubles the potential for dramatic conflict as well as for that element that is so important to popular American fimmaking – humor.  During part of the film, the story will deal with the conflict between the team and their common adversary: but during other parts of the film, the story will deal with the conflict within the team

-often, the conflict between the members of the team are played for laughs, while the conflicts between the team and the outside world is deadly serious.  This provides the opportunity to modulate the mood, tone, pace, and level. If on the other hand, the conflict between the members of the team is taken seriously, then much of the conflict with the exterior world will be played for laughs
-this is because in real life we want harmony.  In drama, however, we want conflict. And the best way to produce conflict is to put opposites together

-originality is not the principal requirement of drama – creativity is
-consuming film is like consuming food: most of what strikes us as new is really a combination of ingredients we’re already familiar with.  We look for something that feels new, but we also want the security of elements that feel comfortable.  Originality in storytelling most often consists of bringing elements together in a new way, rather than in creating elements that entirely new

-in film, point of view, or P.O.V, might more accurately be considered “Point From Which Viewed”
-often, the point where the camera was set up is intended to evoke as much feeling as it is an optical reality

-pain is the basis for both comedy and tragedy. In comedy, the cause of the potential or real pain is presented, but the audience is usually blocked from feeling it because it is converted into laughter. In tragedy, the audience is meant to feel the pain but not enough to make them cry.  Being able to control what the audience does with the pain is one of the most important jobs of the filmmaker
-in fact, the greater the character, the more likely it is that he or she is fundamentally paradoxical
-when presented with a contradiction, we usually try to decide between the elements that appear contradictory, we are forced to accept that both elements are true.  This is why our reaction when we realize something is often a paradox is the “Ah!” that accompanies discovery or insight

-contradictions weaken a story but paradoxes strengthen them, and the films that haunt us often contain major paradoxes

-in the construction of character and all art, there is power in paradox
-the past can evoke deep and complex feelings, which is why memorable films so often go there. But they’re always written in the past – which is also perhaps part of their power

-casting a star with a clear persona often saves the filmmakers twenty pages of character development.  This is one of the reasons actors with clear personas get so much money – they not only bring audiences to the film, they help tell the film’s story with economy

-heroes die for their own or other people’s sins, get maimed, or at least have to sweat a lot. These are the sacrifices they make so that others may live.  In modern memorable popular stories, however, the audience seldom pities the hero
-the skillful filmmaker does not ask us to feel pity: he asks us to feel compassion, which is quite a different thing

-effective humor, whether it’s in a joke or a feature film, depends on the teller of the story, pretending not to know it’s funny

-that’s why the audience has to “get it” – that is, understand that something is funny without being told

-perhaps there are relatively few basic dramatic structures, but they are capable of being combined in an infinite variety and number of ways

-more important than creating an original plot is creating an original character, since it is usually characters – not plots – that most people remember

-all memorable stories are about power
-power has the ability to produce change or to prevent it.  This is the kind the hero seeks. While the villain seeks and uses power for his own self-enhancement, the hero seeks and uses power either to help other people or to prevent the villain from harming others

-in memorable popular films, however, it is more often the villain who seeks to gain power in order to produce change

-the villain in all these films wants to change things, to remake the world in his image.  The hero doesn’t want to change the world; he merely wants to stop the villain from doing so.  In this sense, he is a true conservative

-1) if the central character has power in the beginning and loses it by the end, we call it a tragedy

-2) if the central character has little or no power in the beginning but gains it by the end, we call it a comedy

-3) if the central character has power at the beginning, never loses it, and still has power at the end, or if the central character has no power at the beginning, never acquires it, and still has no power at the end, we call it a flop

-power must have a purpose the audience approves of, and it must be used for something that transcends the personal interest of the individual who has it.  That’s why the audience condemns the villain who uses power for his own self-aggrandizement but praises the hero who uses power on behalf of his friends, family, or community
-the ability to predict the future has always been recognized as the greatest of powers
-heroes, not surprisingly, often predict the future

-heroes predict the future because the ability to do so is a sing that they are heroes

-the principal character in a memorable film is generally a principled character.  This is, however, not always clear for much of the film’s running time

-all appear for much of their films to be people who are only concerned with themselves.  Eventually, as is true for nearly all American popular films, the character’s better nature – which we like to believe is his true nature is revealed

-there are many memorable popular films in which the central character appears to have the wrong principles in the beginning but has the right ones at the end.  But there are few in which the central character has the right principles in the beginning and abandons them by the end.  That would be a tragedy, which would violate one of the most profound principles of the American ethos

-film and television, better than any other media, are capable of showing us how something is done, which is why many films spend so much time doing exactly that
-as with everything else, the more people who make films and television help the audience discover something, the more likely the audience is to think their work is good

-many of the most memorable villains are either psychopaths or sociopaths. Some writers on human psychology say that the psychopath violates social norms and commits reprehensible acts but doesn’t really understand what he’s doing, while the sociopath knows very well what he’s doing but doesn’t care
-on the other hand, when we look closely at the behavior of memorable heroes it is sometimes hard to distinguish what they do from the acts of sociopaths or psychopaths. Why, then, do we identify with them?  Because their “heart is in the right place” – they want to do right.  Villains don’t care
-in all these films, a male helps the female fulfill her potential, helps “bring her to life.”  Ironically, the males do not find fulfillment for having done so
-the ongoing appeal of the Pygmalion/Galatea story is a testament to the ongoing power of male narcissism.  It is difficult to think of memorable popular films in which the gender roles are reversed – it is only in real life that women create men

-a “Pyrrhic Victory” is thus one in which the costs of winning have been so enormous that “victory” becomes an ironic term

-aside from comedies, most memorable popular films end in pyrrhic victories

-this is not to say the endings are “downers.”  The hero may have lost the world, but he has gained his soul.  In doing so, he has transcended what the world calls “victory”

-each generation believes that what they are hearing and seeing at the time is “realistic.”  Each succeeding generation, however, is struck by the artifice and lack of realism of earlier times and wonders how earlier people could have been so naïve

-everything in film is based on artifice.  Realism is the real ‘ism’ of film – a system of beliefs that may or may not correspond to the real world. Films are not mirrors of the world; they are interpretations of it

-the reality fallacy is the quaint notion that things work in films the way they do in real life, and therefore the logic of the real world should govern the logic of film

-films are not about reality, they’re about their own inner world, and the logic of life is not necessarily the logic of the films
-realism in art is a style, not a fact

-it is not enough for the hero to rescue others; he must also redeem himself

-the process of redemption is based on a contract between two parties that says if you act a certain way, you are entitled to certain compensations

-all these characters are similar slackers who don’t want to get involved. By the end of their stories, though, they have sacrificed themselves on behalf of others and, in so doing, they redeem themselves

-the hero doesn’t redeem himself with the villain, and he seldom has to redeem himself with other characters. He redeems himself with the audience

-rejection is part of the process the Jungians call “individuation” becoming your own autonomous being.  Like defiance, it is a universal characteristic of heroes.

-at the beginning of nearly all memorable stories about heroes, the hero is reluctant to be a hero
-the character who steps forward and volunteers for a heroic mission often finds himself dead.  People who volunteer to be heroes seldom are.  It’s not a job someone applies for or, if they’re in their right mind, wants

-the best way for a hero to develop into a hero is to begin with him denying that he is
-repetition is a basic building block of comedy

-when repetition is music becomes identified with a character, it is called a “leitmotif”

-repetition is one of art’s most useful tools

-the hero rescues other people, but someone who has to be rescued is, by definition, not the hero. The hero rescues people to prove that he is a hero

-permutations on the theme of respect run deep in many memorable films and many other memorable popular films involve characters looking for respect
-who does the villain respect?  Nobody. That’s one reason he is a villain

-restraint is sometimes all that differentiates the hero from the villain.  The villain is a fanatic who will stop at nothing to get what he wants; the hero does stop
-villains express their anger all the time, but when a hero does so, it needs to be carefully prepared and is often instrumental behavior, which is to say, it is consciously intended to produce a result, rather than stemming from a loss of control

-the restraint the hero shows is another one of those things that proves he is a hero, because he has the power to control that most difficult of all things: the self

-“the reveal” is the point in the story when the audience learns something important about a character
-an even more powerful permutation in film occurs when the audience discovers something for themselves

-you are discovering what the filmmakers want you to discover.  It’s all manipulation.  The art of filmmaking lies in not letting it feel that way

-revenge is always something done in return for some injury another has caused
-revenge is a primitive form, a predecessor of justice.  The person who seeks revenge is merely “evening the score” for something that directly affects him.  Justice, however, involves a third party who will not personally benefit from the action

-revenge contains qualities drama seeks: simplicity and clarity.  Justice that transcends revenge, however, can be even more interesting

-few genres are as predictable as romance
-boy meets girl, boy wins girl, boy loses girl, boy regains girl.  There is not much creative potential in this plot

-heroes are better than we are, not necessarily because they possess greater powers than we do, but because they are willing to sacrifice more than we are
-what people hold sacred often demands sacrifice; conversely, when someone makes a sacrifice, he and his actions tend to take on an aura of the sacred

-when people sacrifice themselves, however, and voluntarily accept pain, loss, deprivation, and suffering on behalf of a cause or other people, their sacrifice often raises them to a higher, more sacred, plane

-the stories that remain in our memories, however, usually deal with the sacrifice of the self
-the hero generally gains little or no reward for his sacrifice – it is the community that gains.  To the extent the hero does personally gain from his sacrifice, he ceases to be a hero and becomes simply a smart operator

-sacrifice means sacred when it is truly selfless

-making scenes is the essence of being a hero and it is also the essence of making memorable films
-great films consist of great characters in great scenes

-in memorable films, every scene helps define character.  From a structural standpoint, no scene in most of the memorable films can be removed without substantively altering what the films is about

-memorable scenes invariably contain one or more of the following elements:

1) they often contain considerable incongruity, bringing together elements that have not generally been thought of as belonging together (bisociation).  These elements can be characters, places, genres, moods, or plot.  What makes them memorable is the juxtaposition of elements

2) They surprise us

3) They contain some element of deception.  Things are never quite what they seem, which forces the audience to look beneath the surface, to engage in an active attempt to figure out what’s really going on

4) The create a trap for their characters
5) They involve some kind of sacrifice 

6) They deal with separation or loss

7) The scene involves an important decision

8) On some level, there is a physical or psychological chase

9) They follow the Principle of Parsimony, using only as many elements as are necessary

-memorable scenes are frequently a microcosm of the macrocosm; that is, what the scene is about is what the film itself is about

-science fiction films are almost invariably set in the future and spring from one of the oldest and most compelling forms of storytelling: prophecy.  As is true for any prophecy, one must understand not only the specifics of what is predicted but also the yearnings and fears they express

-dramatically they are equivalent places.  At the front/frontier, the organized forces of society are weak, get in the way, or trap the hero

-not only can one lose one’s life on the front/frontier, one can also lose one’s soul.  This is why most memorable science fiction films deal not only with physical conflicts but also with ethical and moral battles

-the question is not merely, “Who will survive?” it is also, “Who deserves to survive?”

-as is true for so much else in film, it seems clear that people want to ignore what they know to be true in favor of what they wish were true.  But then, this has always been a characteristic of prophecy

-the techniques of filmmaking should not call attention to themselves, but rather should be an integral part of the overall film – “the seamless web”
-most films continue to aspire to an integrated whole in which the individual elements do not call attention to themselves

-all heroes are tempted, and the temptation is always a test, but it is difficult for someone to be truly seduced and still be called a hero
-a character who needs the accoutrements of worldly success will never be seen by the audience as heroic.  Heroes are invariably ascetic, denying themselves pleasures and comforts that ordinary people take for granted

-the hero can’t relax, can’t have fun

-like religious and mythical heroes of earlier years, the hero is in this world, but not of it.  He denies himself the pleasures ordinary mortals yearn for precisely because he isn’t an ordinary mortal

-what does the villain gain by what he does?  Power. 

-if the hero did what he did for himself, he would cease to be a hero

-there really is no such thing as a film with too much feeling; there are only films that fail to control how its feelings are received by the audience

-memorable scenes and memorable movies in American history usually find people in pain or people in danger; only rarely do they find people in bed.  This is because, while sex is an integral part of life, its depiction has never been an integral part of drama
-it is usually enough to be sexy; that is, evocative.  Few scenes in memorable popular films depict actual sex

-film is not limited to presenting sequential action.  More than any other art form, film excels at representing simultaneous actions

-parallel editing or cross-cutting – the presentation of different characters in different locations acting simultaneously

-the ability of film to present simultaneous actions is one of its greatest powers
-all comedies are situations comedies and all tragedies are situation tragedies.  Sometimes, we don’t so much identify with the characters as we identify with the situation they’re in
-all of these films deal with the corruption of society and its destruction of a sense of community – a subject that is always timely.  Each also deals with love and loyalty, whether within the family or between men and women
-a film that is not only about a social issue relevant to a specific time and place will date very quickly.  A film that is also about issues that transcend time has a better chance of lasting

-while “society” in popular films is usually a negative force, “community” is usually depicted positively
-however, nothing dates ore quickly than spectacle, in part because the technology used to produce it constantly improves.  Thus, what seemed to be spectacular in one film quickly becomes standard fare

-dramatic structure resembles that of a joke: there is rising development that reaches a climax and releases the tension it has set up.  Drama that does no create tension had better be short; otherwise it will be dull
-in dramatic structure, everything is regarded as meaningful and everything is intentional, because dramatic structure operates like Newtonian physics – everything has a cause, and for every cause there is an effect

-but dramatic structure is based on the fundamental assumption that what individuals do determines what happens not fate, God, history, accidents, or coincidence

-what audiences seek in drama is a structure they seldom find in real life

-children and other inexperienced storytellers tend to tell episodic stories. The dead giveaway to episodic structure is that actions are linked by the word “and”

-dramatic structure, on the other hand, links its events with the word “but.”  It uses the familiar form, “The good news is….but the bad news is…” The danger is using episodic structure is that the story becomes less compelling or even boring as it develops because we do not see the relationship between events

-the structure of dramatic stories can be represented by drawing a triangle that resembles a mountain.  Episodic stories, on the other hand, can be represented by a straight line with bumps in it.  Stories with a dramatic structure end in a climax; stories with an episodic structure often just end

-as with everything about effective storytelling, what’s important is the concentration of energy and focus.  If the subplot deals with something that doesn’t affect the central characters, it may not belong in the film
-the result is the audience is never sure what or who the film is about – which is always dangerous
-but no memorable popular film is about such success.  If the character aspires to it early in the film, you can be sure the character will realize before the film is over that there are more important things in life
-success, as Americans define it in real life, is not something the hero aspires to, and happiness is something the hero no longer is concerned with or perhaps even capable of

-the hero’s life is filled with pain, sacrifice, loss, and death.  What person aspiring to “success” would choose such a path?

-we knew what was going to happen; we just didn’t know when and how
-the difference between surprise and suspense lies in the state of the audience’s knowledge.  As is so often true, when filmmakers share something with their audience, as with suspense, the audience becomes more deeply invested in the story than if they passively witness events that the filmmaker totally controls, as happens with surprise

-to accomplish this, everything that happens in a popular movie is centripetal, that is, draws us into its center.  Anything that might draw us away into its center.   Anything that might draw us away from that center – to consider the real world, for example is avoided
-there is ultimately nothing wrong with talking heads – if what they are talking about is interesting.  If it’s just talk, it’s too long no matter how short it is

-what holds a team together is loyalty; what destroys it is betrayal.  At the center of both loyalty and betrayal lies the issue of respect

-members of a team act in ways that will enhance one another’s power.  When this is not so, when the actions of one diminish the power of the other, the members are antagonist’s, whether they are aware of it or not

-the antagonist and the hero often could be on the same team, and a cliché of team-oriented genres such as the western and the gangster film is that the protagonist used to be on the same side as the antagonist

-“buddy films” are those in which the members of the team behave in many ways as if they were a couple.  Whether there is an erotic component or not, such stories often take on many of the attributes of a love story

-when two individual characters fuse so that audiences have trouble remembering who is who, it can be a mark, not of a creative failure, but of its success.  When this happens, the answer to the question, “Who is the protagonist?” is “They are”

-as always, what lies at the center of powerful storytelling is the issue of power.  When we say that nature or machines are “out of control,” what we really mean is “out of our control.”  When anything is beyond human control, there is fertile ground for storytelling
-the solution to out-of-control technology only occasionally lies in better technology; more often, it lies in some uniquely human quality that lies within 

-the strongest stories in film and drama deal with a single individual and a single problem 
-temptations are tests, some of the many inevitable crises that confront the hero.  They occur for the reasons all tests do. “to see whether the hero’s got the right stuff”

-you become a hero the way you become a doctor or lawyer – by passing tests.  The tests heroes are given are not based on education and knowledge.  They’re taken in front of a tribunal called the audience

-in all film genres – perhaps in all stories – heroes are trapped, tortured, and wounded because we recognize the profound truth that lies behind clichés such as, “No pain, no gain”
-without a test there is no way to keep score, no way to know whether someone deserves the recognition and status we have the power to give them when we label them “heroes”

-in order to be compelling, themes must be expressed, not as platitudes but as actions.  Themes must not just be talked about.  The truest of clichés about films commands, “Show, don’t tell,” and that is how memorable popular films handles their themes
-films always take place in the present, so the time is now

-whenever a film moves out of a straight-forward chronological progression, filmmakers have to carefully devise their strategies.  Playing with time can be very interesting, but it can also be confusing.  Conversely, when the passage of time is clear and compelling, the effect can be riveting

-heroes usually don’t have superior tools; they have a superior morality
-if the hero does possess superior tools, these will very frequently be lost or broken before the story is over.  The reason for this is simple: the person who relies on superior tools is, by definition, not a hero.  Losing them or losing the power they possess exposes the protagonist to mortal danger….and gives him the opportunity to become a hero

-topicality is not something filmmakers are good at injecting into a film; rather it is something audiences perceive in it – or don’t – when the film is released
-we may need to be told something is funny, but we do not need to be told it’s tragic
-in American culture, which prizes above else the power of the individual to determine his destiny, the fatalism of tragedy is heresy

-tragedy usually ends with its central character dead, on his way to prison, or cut off from other human beings.  Comedy usually ends with a wedding, a party, or some other celebration of human community.  If, however, a film begins with such a celebration, there is the danger it will move towards tragedy

-whether a story is ultimately a comedy or a tragedy depends largely on the way it structures the relationship between the protagonist’s desires and duty.  If a film spends a lot of time focusing on the central character’s desire, it will probably move toward comedy.  If it spends a lot of its time focusing on the central character’s duty, it will probably moves toward tragedy

-the most memorable actions of the protagonist in comedy often take place near the end.  In tragedy, however, they more often take place near the beginning

-once they do, they spend the rest of the story dealing with some consequences of their actions

-tragedy tends to affirm law, order, and the supremacy of reason.  The majority of our most memorable characters are seldom carried away by emotion.  They think about what they are going to do and then they do it coolly and with as much forethought as they can muster.  When they don’t, when they are swept away by their passions, it is likely to end badly 

-impulsivity, we see over and over again, leads to tragedy
-the course of tragedy is, inevitably a descent from power

-many tragedies resemble the myth of Icarus, who at first soared above the ground, but then, ignoring the warnings, flew too near the sun and plummeted to his death.  Tragedy constantly takes the position that the power that enables someone to rise above other people is flimsy and fleeting, leading to what the Greeks called hubris, or overweening pride, and that it all too easily leads to a fall
-tragedies invariably end in a way that confirms the audience’s sense of justice

-modern tragedies more often stem from decisions and actions the central character is responsible for, rather than from things over which he has no control

-tragedies end the way they do because they must – because of the inexorable logic of the character’s actions
-if we knew how things were going to turn out, we would never begin many of them.  It is the denial of consequences that so often allows us to laugh.  The recognition and acceptance of the consequences of our decisions and actions, however, lies at the heart of tragedy

-the hero seeks power, but it is never for his own self-aggrandizement; rather, it is for something beyond the self, something that is higher and more valuable than one’s own pleasure or even one’s own life
-the transcendent cause the hero struggles for can be an idea, a discovery, or saving other human beings. Whatever it is, the benefit is not just to himself.  Without transcendence, one cannot become a hero

-many of the most memorable stories involve the birth of consciousness, where a sense of the self and the possibility for action in the world is born
-all awaken to powers they did not know they had

-an entire culture awakens to its potentials

-when either an individual or a society awakens to its own potential, the most powerful of all possible transformations occurs.  The fact that it happens so often in American films helps explain why the world has been so receptive to them

-nearly all of the most memorable popular movies could appropriately be titled “Trapped”
-heroes are people who, when caught in a trap, use all their strength, intelligence, ingenuity and will to escape through their own efforts.  That is why they are trapped in the first place – to give them a chance to prove that they are heroes

-in each, there is an audience watching, weighing both what is said but also what is not.  Each question motives and intentions, watching for clues in behavior and body language.  As the audience/jury acquires information and observes, it leans on way, then it leans the other. If this back-and-forth movement is missing, the audience/jury is likely to become increasingly bored
-the most interesting stories and contests, like the most interesting trials, are those in which the scales tilt first one way and then another, and the outcome isn’t clear until the very end

-what we search for is some pattern to the many potential truths, some story that makes sense out of the cacophony of voices, images, and experiences we encounter in real life – some structure that gives it meaning
-nearly all “true stories” have been reshaped with major events deleted and major scenes, events, and dialogue invented to suit the needs, no of truth, but of effective storytelling

-because telling the truth has consequences, scenes in which the truth is told are often highlights of drama.  The hero is a special kind of truthteller: he knows the consequences, and he does care, but he dares to tell the truth – which is one of the things that makes him a hero

-memorable comedic and dramatic scenes often involve an unmasking, where the pretenses of character are stripped away
-so much energy goes into masking; it follows, therefore, that scenes of unmasking are inherently powerful

-nothing is more complicated nor more personal than someone’s values.  And nothing is as likely to manifest the contradictions and paradoxes in us, as well as in the characters on the screen, as the values we and they hold

-the hero is a victim who refuses to be victimized, who instead of passively taking the mistreatment he receives, defies what is happening to him.  He suffers and sacrifices, but it would be wrong to feel sorry for him, because ultimately he will transcend victimhood and transform himself into the opposite of a victim: a hero
-heroes can easily become boring.  This is because they have to act like heroes – and what a limitation that is!  Villains, however, can do all kinds of interesting and even horrifying things
-there are, however, few, if any, memorable popular films in which villains prevail over the hero at the end of the film.  We know well in advance how the battle between heroes and villains will end, but we pretend we don’t so that the story can continue

-the power of the villain is usually established early in a film, and he is usually more powerful than the hero throughout most of the film – otherwise the story has no place to go.  But the villain does not necessarily gain strength as the story progresses, while the hero always does

-villains often want to change society, but it is invariably for their personal benefit.  Heroes either want to keep society the way it is or restore it to what it once was.  In the sense, villains are inherently radical and heroes inherently conservative

-ethical decisions play an important part in the battle between villains and heroes.  As Darth Vader demonstrates, it is as important for the villain to choose to be bad as it is for the hero to choose to be good

-villains often represent corruption or perversion.  They often lack restraint and are out of control, engaging in acts of random cruelty and violence.  The hero also engages in violence, but it is never random and is always under control
-memorable villains are not simple

-caring about the villain is a crucial element of characterization

-heroes are never perfect, but villains often are

-their perfection is often what makes villains fascinating

-it is in their reactions that the true character of the villain is revealed – the villain’s heart beats more gladly watching the suffering and tears of others

-the best villains are not totally different form the hero; they, in fact, are often quite like him.  What ultimately differentiates the villain from the hero is that villains act totally on behalf of their own self-interest, whereas heroes act on behalf of other people or a cause

-scenes of violation are so powerful and often so much more memorable than mere violence
-the films that seem to attract men and women equally combine violence and sentiment in ways that overcome the resistance of each gender

-it is the combination of love and war that often brings success

-both love and violence involve a “letting go,” a loss of inhibitions.  “I couldn’t control myself” is often used to justify both violence and love.  All societies have sought to control how and under what conditions people are allowed to “let go” because both love and violence affect a society’s survival, one helping to create it and the other having the potential to destroy it

-vulnerability humanizes characters and helps us to identify with them.  But so, too, does strength.  We understand someone’s vulnerability; but we admire their strength 

-there are fairly strict boundaries for the ways in which a hero can be vulnerable.  They cannot be vulnerable to corruption, cruelty, greed, or self-seeking power.  They can, however, be vulnerable to the demands of love, family, and people who need them
-characters are made vulnerable not simply to enhance audience identification; their vulnerability sets up one more test that the hero must pass in order to prove that he is a hero

-the dark secret about war films is not that war is hell; it is that war is a hell of a lot of fun

-the first half of many war films deals not with war but with the preparation for it.  This is because the social unit is central to war films, and it takes time to socialize people into a coherent fighting force

-but if the film plunges into the action scenes too early, before we have had time to care about the unit and the individuals in it, the battle scenes risk becoming repetitive and numbing

-the art of war is the art of strategy; similarly, the art of making a war film depends heavily on making the right strategic decisions about how the story will be structured

-no one ever tells the hero, “Trust the sword.”  While it is fun to watch the hero twirl his weapons and use them expertly throughout most of the film, ultimately what is important is not the weapon the hero holds, but what he holds inside

-the conflicts in westerns, horror, gangster and science fiction films must end in a man-to-man, man-to-monster, or man-to-machine climax

-the emphasis in war films is thus on courage and tests of strength, while in westerns it is on morality and tests of will

-war is about violence, so there is no question whether it will be used – only how and to what effect.  The central problem of the western, however, is the legitimization of violence, rather than the violence itself
-what a man’s gotta do in the western is kill another man – not, as is true of the villain, because he wants to but because he has to.  As is true of so many other mythic stories, the central concern of the western is justice

-as happens so often in memorable popular films, the hero faces what appear to be insurmountable odds.  And then, he surmounts them
-the heroes simply will not stop and will never give up.  It is will, more than any other single quality, that determines heroic behavior

-in movies, and occasionally in real life, the most powerful of all forms of knowing is what we call “wisdom”
-wisdom in popular films is not something you inherit or get in school; it comes from what lies within

-work consists of a transformation of the world; love consists of a transformation of the self

-there are many examples in film of men who are successful in the world of work but unsuccessful in the world of love

-it is difficult to think of memorable popular films, however, that end with a person who is successful in the world of love but unsuccessful in the world of work

-when a character’s work life and his love life are treated as separate entities, what is often called “the love interest” is likely to feel like a tacked-on appendage

-when this happens – when love and work become part of the same story – the film is likely to be much more powerful than if they are unrelated elements

-heroes are inevitably wounded in body or soul – often in both.  Whatever the cause, the function of wounds is the same in all of the world’s stories, myths, and religions: they are a stigmata that prove their bearer is a hero
-what a writer “knows” is his own personal experience, which is never that broad and is never enough to sustain him throughout a productive career
-all by itself, personal experience can lock creative people into a limited sphere of understanding that they quickly use up

-what is of primary importance in the creation of memorable films is not personal experience and not research, but feeling joined with understanding that yields compassion.  Someone who has sufficient compassion can make a film about anything

