 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1The Soul of Screenwriting

-stories, like dreams are the spontaneous and inevitable products of our nature

-forging a unity of creative process and creative technique is the focus of this new approach to screenwriting

-“What is a story that it can heal a wound; what is a wound such that a story can heal it?”

-I came to see stories as worlds one can enter, worlds with infinite extension.  We open these story ‘fields’ by drawing them, painting them, retelling them, questioning them

The Living Story

-knowledge as a patterned set for organizing experience into cognizable patterns

-the age-old mythological idea of the ‘music of the spheres,” which signifies the harmony of all things within a cosmic order or pattern

-for me, storytelling, cinema, and psychology were never three separate things, but parts, branches, of a broader meta-pattern.  It is the unique perspective of this book that it makes visible a core pattern, one that unites the dynamics of storytelling and the technique of screenwriting with the creative process of the screenwriter

-it is really what the writer experiences in the act of writing that ultimately shapes the story.  Powerful and compelling screenplays, the ones audiences remember, come from writers who engage with their stories with intensity and authenticity

-it isn’t wonderful until is has been through a long and arduous trial of errors and revisions

-so there is an essential component to screenwriting that cannot be contained in formulas, no matter how grand they may sound

-what the writer experiences in the act of writing has never been taken into account

-information – left-brain concepts and techniques about how to handle plot structure, character development and orchestration, the dynamics of scenes and sequences – is all necessary.  But it is what we do with the information that makes for really fine screenwriting

-you have to forget the technique, meaning move beyond technique to the point where technique is integrated into who you are

-good screenwriting is more than just hitting the big “plot points” with exciting action.  Good screenwriting also has integrity and authenticity.  It has a “voice,” it speaks to the audience.  To gain a voice, the writer needs the heat of creative imagination: passion, commitment, enthusiasm, a drive to know the truth of the characters, a drive to get to the core of the dramatic conflict without resorting to escapism

-my agenda is that storytelling is one of our most fundamental and universal human capacities.  We are all storytellers. We all want to tell our stories and experience ourselves as being heard

-in movies, a popular entertainment, the story is a lens through which we collectively look at ourselves

-the movies are the medium, but in the end it comes down to human beings trying to communicate with one another about this life we share

-we value stories because they have meaning, and meaning makes human life possible

The Story Field: Four Compass Points

1. Stories are energy

-it is the energy within a story that shapes the story and gives it form

-the real story is a virtual reality that exists in the hearts and minds of the tellers and hearers

-stories are a manifestation of the psyche, the human spirit

-this is a natural process.  It is in our nature to create forms to hold our experience so that we can both become conscious of it and share it with others

-when we say that the energy is “within” the story, what we really mean is that the story condenses the psychic energy of a larger field of possibilities and gives it form

-the form is the energy and the energy is the form.  This inborn urge to form is the root of both language and art

-the “story field” is comprised of all the possible associations and combinations of material relevant to the story

-one way of working with story energy, of interacting with the story field, is to actively shape it by willpower toward a chosen goal

-another of working with story energy is allowing: allowing the story to emerge.  When allowed to develop out of its own inner dynamics, its inherent tensions and conflicts, a story seems to spontaneously shape itself.  That is to say, intuitive processes that normally work in the background of consciousness take the lead

-the creative flow requires an attitude of non-intervention and receptivity: getting out of the way of the emerging story

-questions further the energy flow both within the story and between the creative partners, while “dictating to the story” or being narrowly judgmental tends to close the story energy down

-the energy in stories is the energy of relationship

2. Energy Radiates

-this is a basic, universal quality of energy.  Energy moves out in all directions

-negative energy radiates as well

-each character is a radiating center of energy whose actions ripple out into the world of the story

-each character is an authentic center, just as we experience ourselves to be

-those radiating energy waves interact and cause turbulence, conflict.  Waves of conflict move back and forth between the protagonist and antagonist, impacting everyone in what we call the Emotional Network of the screenplay

-energy is also radiating form the writer into the story and from the story back to the writer.  The quality of this energy is ultimately radiated out to the audience through the energy of the actor’s performances and every other aspect of the production

-the screenplay contains within its pages, on an energy level, the “genetic coding” for the unfolding of the entire production.  If the screenwriter hasn’t put the energy into the screenplay, the director, actors, and crew won’t get energy from it

3. Parallel Journey

-the story takes us on a journey.  It is a journey from a concept about a movie to a screenplay that is fully real in dramatic terms.  It is a journey into the unknown, and along the way our “concepts about” are going to have to bite the dust as they give way to realities

-the screenwriter goes on a parallel journey along with the hero, down into wounds and fears, down into the unknown.  It is a journey of creative breakdown and breakthrough, and there is a point-for-point correspondence between the mythic Hero’s Journey and the writer’s creative journey

-when we realize that what we are feeling is a direct analogue to what our character is feeling at the point of the story, we can feed our own moods back into the screenplay

-using our professional craft to build consciousness is what can make screenwriting a path with heart

-the audience also goes on a journey, an aesthetic and emotional journey.  They ride on that roller-coaster in sympathy or identification with the main character.  Through the vehicle of the hero, as well as through the total expressiveness of the movie, the audience takes into themselves the fruits of the writer’s experience.  If the writer has arrived at something authentic and true through his journey, the audience will pick it up

4. Uncertainty Is the Starting Point

-right now, you have to be in the present moment along with the characters, and when you are really in the present, you honestly don’t know what is going to happen next

-when you are in a creative flow, then the characters have a chance to speak for themselves.  Then the writing has a chance to be authentic, fresh, and powerful.  

-“Powerful and authentic screenwriting is predicated on your ability to be with uncertainty, to sit with the thoughts and feelings that arise when you face the blank computer screen”

-the screenwriter must let himself go into the unknown if the writing is to have any vitality at all.  This is a much more intuitive right-brain process

-it is a journey toward connecting our work with our authentic inner life: the way we think and feel and live.  If we are professional writers, our knowledge of our craft, our knowledge of ourselves, and our knowledge of human nature are our primary professional tools

-along the way, we also discover that a screen story is not a thing.  It is a three-dimensional stream of meaning.  And it is alive

-we must believe that the stories we tell make a difference to those who hear them

-something must come from the “other side,” from the dark dimension of the soul

-great stories make us feel more alive because they are born in moments of heightened aliveness.  They are brimming over with aliveness.  That aliveness touches something deep in us

-what we can do as screenwriters, to come closer to the region where the great stories are, is to let the story we are writing carry us away.  Let is sweep us out of our comfort zone and into the unknown

Mirrored in the Story

-“creativity is the encounter of the intensely conscious human being with his world”

-as a creative act, writing a screenplay is not a sprint; it’s more like running a marathon

-the virtues and self-disciplines of a marathon runner – practice, patience, stamina, perseverance, the ability to focus inwardly on the finish line ever when it is not visible, and dedication – also pertain to screenwriting

-to these qualities we must also add that of creative courage

-creative courage is our capacity for encounter, our capacity to draw something new and significant out of ourselves through the shock of confronting the “other”

-there is the continuous encounter with the unknown I the process of writing, day by day, scene by scene

-it takes courage to admit that we do not know what the next line of dialogue will be until the character speaks it

-we need creative courage in our encounter with the truth as it confronts us through our story.  Stories are inevitably about human values and motivations, malice as well as idealism

-this area of creative courage, or lack of it, is bound up with the issues of authenticity versus escapism

-characters tend to move toward destinies they have created for themselves, and not all such destinies are pretty

-writing is a continuous confrontation with self.  Escapism happens when the writer tries to run away from some difficult or uncomfortable reality presented by a scene

-escapism means not dealing honestly with the issues you raise

-what we write about comes out of us and re-enters us in a creative loop

-you cannot encounter something unless it is already in you.  We are mirrored in the stories we tell.  Stories, in the broadest sense, are a living language that makes meaning possible

-stories are “still the best version of ‘self-help’ our civilization has invented”

-yet if a story is a vehicle that reflects our aspirations and glories, it is also a dark mirror that reflects our failings, our unlived life, and the whole psychological problem of the shadow

-the hazards and pitfalls of growth as well as the rewards: stories mirror our entire human nature, including the parts we prefer no to look at

-creativity, which is a playful activity, comes, by its very nature, with this ambiguous territory

-creating will always remain an ambiguous adventure, full of shadows

-the shadowy and uncontrollable aspects of creativity are simply part of our professional territory

-we came to call the synthesis of the process and product aspects of the storytelling perspective

-stories have a universal meta-structure of meaning that speaks to all of us.  Stories are a language in themselves, a language made up of events, actions, and gestures rather than letters and words

-we tell stories because they help us make meaning.  We do it to entertain.  We do it because the creative itch takes us.  The movies are the medium the stories pass through on the way from me to you.  The medium offers its own playful opportunities and satisfactions.  At root it is an involuntary act, an act of soul

-the key quality that allows us to hold craft and encounter together is our capacity to contain the intensity while give voice to it

-we have the possibility of allowing that intensity to carry us out of our petty concerns into the mythic dimension, where the great stories come from

-not all great stories make us feel happy, but they make us feel more alive.  They make us aware of the life that lives through us

-we can’t put our finger on this magic something because the movie is speaking directly to the mythic dimension in ourselves, which is largely unconscious

-screenplays with the mythic dimension strike a deep chord in those who read them

-every creative breakthrough takes us into territory of what precisely we do not know

-screenwriting is storytelling, and storytelling takes us on a journey that changes our perspective.  If we are open to the journey, we are carried beyond our old confines into a deeper dimension of life

-the screenplay we are working on takes us into exactly the issues we need to face at this moment – betrayal, forgiveness, vulnerability, independence, belonging, whatever it may be.  The screenplay has an infallible way of getting into our blind spots and burrowing down into our shadow territory

-dramatic characters are personifications of all these inner voices.  They project conflicts out into a world where we can see them, feel them, and reflect on them

-in drama, as in life, people have to choose between two values, such as freedom versus belonging

-the plot is an expression of this conflict of values.  Its language is the language of actions that have consequences.  By what we see the character do in response to conflict, we see what value he or she upholds

-the key relationships in the story reflect the same conflict on another, more intimate level

-outer plot conflict and emotional relationship conflict are being driven by a conflict of values within the hero of the story that can only be called existential

-it is on this deepest level where real character change ultimately takes place.  Action, feeling, and being, are all involved when we become aware of our process of choice-making

-to write stories with a mythic dimension, we have to take risks, creative risks – and it is exactly at this point, where we must take the plunge into the unknown of the creative process that we must be ready to leave models and formulas behind

-there, at the threshold where we step into the territory of the story, models can at best be sort of loose maps.  At their worst – and I have seen this in so many writers with creative blocks – models can actually be false guides, misleading us and neutralizing our own creative impulses.  In the creative endeavor, we must never forget that the map is not the territory

-it is usually taken for granted that creative breakthrough is the screenwriter’s private business

-creative darkness is fertile.  Darkness has potential.  Darkness sharpens our senses

-we must be lost before we can be found.  We must be in the dark before we can be illuminated.  Clarity, or consciousness, is only conceivable in relation to the unconscious

-it is our challenge and problems that force us to become competent and adapted to life

-while he is actually on the job, the writer is someone stumbling around in a darkened room, trying to piece together a jigsaw puzzle which is all over the floor

-“conscious planning” (mountain) and “unconscious scanning” (mine)

-because it is subjective we can only talk about it indirectly, by way of analogy

-uncertainty in the face of the unknown.  Every new screenplay project, every day, when we sit down to work, is a brand-new and unprecedented experience, an entire Hero’s Journey in miniature

-it is all emerging from creative darkness as we write it.  As it is emerging, we are forced to sit with, tolerate, and ultimately embrace the uncertainty of the process

-uncertainty seems to bring up experiences of creative chaos and resistance

-we identify distractions as resistance.  Resistance as a response to uncertainty 

-in effect, resistance persists because it does something for us.  It screens from view something else we don’t want to look at, something harder to handle than the resistance itself

-the experience of the creative daemon or genius is the encounter with the other spirit in us who appears to send us creative ideas from some zone we can only say is outside our conscious awareness

-creativity that takes us beyond problem solving requires us to encounter this other force and to cultivate a relationship with it

-this creative daemon, the real source of potential genius, is kept confined to the basement (the creative unconscious) where it languishes

-strong inner (and outer) resistance normally accompanies new and challenging stories because they raise greater fears: fears of rejection, certainly, but also fear of being overwhelmed by the force of the daemon.  Stories that take successful risks grow out of writers who, through their courage of encounter, have let the daemon speak what needs to be said in new ways

-the completely different approach is simply not running away from the experience

-resistance is actually a symptom of the energy that is in the story.  When we fall into one of our escape patterns, the energy dissipates.  But when we catch the impulse and feed that energy back into the screenplay, the power of our writing builds up.  There are four steps to this process:

1. Catch the moment when an impulse to escape appears

2. Instead of acting out the impulse, sit with it and feel the emotional qualities it carries: anxiety, fear, excitement

3. Once you feel the emotion, ask yourself what the connection is between what you are feeling right now and what your character is feeling right now, at this point in the story or the current scene you are writing

4. Where would your character like to escape to, and what keeps her from escaping?  This takes you toward the heart of the dramatic conflict.  Where would you like to escape to?  What fantasies are awakened by the impulse to escape?  Can you consciously make an agreement with yourself to remain present?

-these particular inner voices are our threshold guardians.  Every time we want to do something new in life or take a risk, these voices pop up to warn us

-the thing about inner threshold guardian voices, however, is that they overreact.  They react rigidly and categorically to perceived threats, but they have no common sense, no objectivity.  Thus these voices really resist us when we want to move forward with something new

-writers, as expressive individuals, often feel their energy caught at the organ of expression in the throat

-when you are relaxed and breathing deeply, it seems to be impossible for the inner monkey-mind voices, the self-talk, to take over

-now we are able to observe the self-talk without buying into it.  So this gives us the responsibility that comes with choice.  Exercising, conscious, intentional choice is predicated on developing a discipline of awareness in the face of uncertainty

-it is part of the writer’s journey that the plan must break down so that it can be superseded by a more authentic vision of the story.  There was nothing wrong with the earlier ideas; they were simply what we call “starter ideas” and they are necessary to bring us this far.  Without breakdown there can be no breakthrough

-we step off the map into the territory.  This is when the writing has a chance to get real.  Every step is a step into the unknown.  Here we stand at the threshold crossing of our creative adventure

-we enjoy it because it makes us feel uniquely alive and in the flow.  What we essentially want to do when we write is to release the stories we have inside of us.  We want to unlock the creativity that is there, inside

-techniques are our tools to get where we want to go; they should not draw too much attention to themselves in the process.  A logical conclusion from this would be that we get ourselves into trouble when we interfere too much with a process that should flow naturally

-the flow state is one in which we become unselfconsciously immersed in an activity.  We forget about time and experience playful, concentrated delight in what we are doing

-moving past the inner threshold guardians to the deeper centeredness we have tasted above prepares us to open to this flow state

-we call this process moving from self-consciousness to self-awareness.  It is part of cultivating screenwriting as a way of life

-self-consciousness means being made painfully aware that in some way we are not okay

-self-awareness means being in the flow state while keeping our center.  Keeping our center means maintaining that certain awareness that we are playing, not allowing ourselves to get abducted, neither by inner voices nor by over identification with our characters, our story, or the glamour of the movie business.  All of these positive strengths derive from the act of facing uncertainty

-to find words and images that express that – the secret thing that calls us through the story and drives us to create – that is the excitement of writing

-when we realize that the story we are working on mirrors back to us both known and unknown aspects of our total selves, and when we can accept the challenge of containing uncertainty in the writing process, then we can sustain a more intense level of encounter

-encounter asks us to perceive and respond to the wholeness of a situation with the wholeness of our own integrity.  As a result, we are literally able to see more in the story: more plot possibilities, more levels of conflict, more universal themes

-the foundation of insight is our intensity of encounter: the courage to be present, to stay present, to stay awake, moment by moment, in the act of creation

-the four basic energy principles of Aikido fit perfectly well as a guide to practicing screenwriting as a way of life:

1. Keep “one point” in your lower abdomen (stay centered and concentrated)

2. Keep weight underneath (stay grounded and connected to your own gravity)

3. Relax completely

4. Extend chi (intensify the encounter, go to meet whatever is coming – while remaining centered, grounded and relaxed) Chi is thought of as the universal energy that animates the universe, the energy of the Tao

-stories, ultimately, are energy.  Stories are structures of energy, made up of energy.  They are our very nature

-when we tell stories, we hook into the story energy that is right there in our bodies.  The wisdom of our bodies leads us naturally toward the deep meta-structure of stories

-every action, every line of dialogue, is orchestrating an energetic feeling experience for the audience

-the dynamic of storytelling brings forth what Joseph Campbell termed the “energy of aspiration,” our deepest impulse toward growth and wholeness.  It gives that energy a natural channel and expression. This is another aspect of great craft.  The drive toward growth and wholeness is universal and innate

-in the practice of screenwriting, wholeness expresses itself as a more authentic relationship to our work and ourselves.  Authenticity means being true to what we discover as we write.  By writing with awareness, we uncover basic parallels between what our characters encounter through dramatic conflict and what we ourselves encounter through the process of writing

-we come to see the hook between our characters’ backstory wounds and the hidden wounds we ourselves carry.  Universal values emerge, and with them a broader, less sentimental empathy that deeply touches the hearts of the audience

-the dramatic content of every scene is based on characters who have wants that are in conflict; another character is blocking the hero’s movement toward her plot goal.  The specific content of the blocking is different, but if we pay attention we may notice that the tone and “voice” of our own inner threshold guardians has much in common with the antagonist in the scene.  There is a dynamic they share

-it may be the voice of a father, mother, teacher, boss, or authority figure – the one who says “no” to our aspirations.  This is a great opportunity to make our scene better by bringing our own authentic feelings into it

-then, second, we become aware that the parallel journey we take along with our characters becomes the audience’s journey as well.  We learn to use our own nature to create the emotional and psychological subtext of the screenplay, that implicit dialogue the audience addresses to the screen

-the subtext is what is not written on the screenplay page, but is designed to impact the audience subliminally

-part of great craft is knowing how to orchestrate both the text and the subtext for the audience.  A screenwriter arrives at this level of communication with the audience, which goes beyond technique, by cultivating empathic awareness

-and third, on a deep personal level, practicing a discipline of awareness while writing brings us more of the excitement, astonishment, and joy of creation

-great craft is a confluence of mastery of technique and heightened capacity for encounter

-great craft keeps technique grounded in encounter, that is, the story problems force us to develop greater awareness as human beings, and greater awareness gives us greater capacity to use technique with insight.  It helps keep our work grounded in the reality of shared human experience and helps us get clear about the values at stake in the drama

-in its essence, drama is about growth though crisis.  The dramatic crisis ultimately involves a tension of opposing values that goes to the very root of what it means to be human.  We are almost never aware, when we start working on a script, what it is really about, what universal values are really at stake

-the work of revision is a process of finding out what we are really trying to say, or what the story is trying to tell us

-the level of truth where writer, hero, and audience are revealed in their deeply shared humanity

-movie plots concern themselves with local, egoistic, or social values, but underneath there is a universal level, a conflict all human beings must deal with in one way or another

-the wisdom of the Buddhist Middle Way suggests that when we get pulled to one side, to one term of the pair, we inevitably experience suffering.  The more we cling to one pole, the more we draw the other to us: attachment to pleasure generates the fear of pain

-as individuals, we must learn the lessons over and over again through the crisis life presents.  The model of the Eight Worldly Dharmas makes the point that dramatic growth through crisis involves overcoming a false, one-sided attitude toward life in favor of one that manifests a deeper balance, vision, and integrity

-the universal value at stake in drama is a deeper, invisible, and more compelling layer of conflict, yet it is what gives meaning to the plot conflict.  It is ultimately what makes a story into a drama

-the hero is attached to one side, to one of the opposites, but the universal level embraces both.  The hero discovers this level through shattering conflict

-a screenplay demands our own response to a universal dilemma, an authentic vision on our part

-authentic vision cannot simply be willed, or we would all be doing it.  It takes a collaboration of conscious and unconscious forces

-if we open up enough, we may experience that the story has a force and a life of its own

-it means that we allow ourselves to become vehicles for the story energy while remaining aware enough to balance our concern for the process with concerns for our end goal: the finished and successfully marketed screenplay

-when we really get into the writing, the story takes on an autonomous life

-the story is now being projected out of a different part of ourselves. The fact that the story has taken on a life of its own means that it no longer belongs to the ego.  It is no longer “mine.”  The screenplay is now in a twilight zone, the play-flow, where it also receives energy, images, and structuring dynamics from the unconscious

-projection is first of all an automatic way of handling new or unfamiliar situations.  We spontaneously project a known context around an unknown in order to grasp it.  We do this by constructing comparisons and analogies

-rather the image was released from a storehouse or file of pattern-potentials that was already on the hard drive, so to speak.  In very early childhood, our outer experience is driven more by the archetypal/instinctual potentials inside than to memory or learned behavior

-some aspects of projection are semiconscious, but more often projection is a completely unconscious act

-in both types of situations we really don’t now who that other person is at all.  The person is serving as a movie screen onto which we project a movie of our own creating.  Yes, there may be a few bits of actual data that evoke the projection, but the unreliability of even these “facts” is attested to by how easily we fall in and out of love

-when the lasso of our projection whirls around a person or object, it can fit so perfectly and invisibly that we absolutely believe our projection is reality.  As long as we are in love with someone, we have unshakable faith that the person is identical to the image we have of them.  But heaven help us when the projection breaks down and no longer fit.  We feel we’ve been tricked, deceived, and then we may replace our idealizing projection with a demonizing projection onto the same person we loved five minutes before

-Carl Jung identified the unconscious factors in these two kinds of projection as the shadow (carried by the negative projection) and the anima or animus (the image of the opposite sex that we fall in love with)

-these two factors are absolutely central to drama.  They become, respectively, the antagonist (shadow) and the lover interest (anima/animus) of the screenplay.  Drama could not exist without them.  The characters we create for these roles in the drama are carrying projections for us

-what we do sense when these characters come into a scene is that they carry a special energy charge

-the energy these characters possess can come from nowhere but our own projection

-we project something outward, it takes on a life of its own, and then we are confronted with what is there

-the emotionality of our defense is a giveaway that a projection has taken place

-in fact, we may be invested in something that does not work for the greater good of the story.  Because it is coming out of the unconscious, the projection may not meet the real needs of the screenplay, and our unconscious investment may also blind us to better dramatic possibilities

-afterward, when we walk out of the theater, we reflect on the movie and its meaning.  Through that process, we become more conscious.  Reflection is the necessary counterpart and complement to projection

-especially when we (or our characters) are unable to reflect consciously about our situation, we may expect our life to act out the dilemma, often in a very dramatic way.  This inability to reflect happens exactly because we are over identified with one point of view

-it is too one-sided it triggers a dynamic process that manifests as conflict, being “out of center.” A projection indicates a movement of psychic energy, of interest and vitality, in some direction.  The plot goals that motivate our characters and form the throughlines of our screenplays are always such movements of psychic energy

-there is a new center of interest in the character, whether this is expressed as a quest, an investigation, or a love story.  Some new potential is being born that demands energy, libido, so that it can be lived and made real, often in a way that compensates for the character’s one-sidedness.  Yet, since the character has a long investment in her one sided position, we can expect the conflict to bring a destruction of the old that feels painful

-we might say the represent two different values in his life that are now constellated in conflict

-internal values have been projected onto the women in his life, and this has all happened unconsciously, accidentally.  Because the unconscious situation within him is unresolved, Alphonse cannot act with authenticity in the outer situation

-depression means that the libido sinks back within, back into the unconscious.  The sinking back of libido during a crisis is a natural movement: the energy is reflexing (bending back) and re-collecting in the unconscious, so that the wisdom of the unconscious can reshape it.  In dramas, the main character spends much of Act II descending into this vulnerable state

-finally, when the withdrawn energy builds up enough of a charge, it expands again.  It produces a symbolic image of a new possibility that may appear as a dream or fantasy, or as a new interest.  The symbol may generate a new life attitude, a comprehensive transformation of all values around a new center

-Alphonse comes to realize that he himself must change.  Sides of his personality that have always been hidden may emerge

-the conflict had really been vertical – between conscious and unconscious, between who Alphonse thought he was and what his life wanted to express through him – but it had been projected onto the horizontal conflict between the two women

-the Procedure describes the absolute core of dramatic character change.  It helps us understand what we really mean by the statement that the essence of drama is growth through crisis.  This cycle of:

-projection – frustration – withdrawal of libido – generation of a new symbol – integration around a new center

-is precisely what happens in dramatic conflict.  The solution to the outer plot conflict requires a shift in self-perception on the part of the main character

-screenwriting technique allows us to guide the audience through this journey of conflict and growth.  The soundness of our dramatic construction, the consistency of our character motivation, our originality with plot twists and surprises, our daring to imagine new dramatic outcomes, all grow out of our capacity for insight

-we could put this forward as an axiom: Empathic insight is the basis of all screenwriting technique
-as screenwriters, our field is human nature.  If our insights into human nature are strong, the screenplay we write will be compelling

-empathy is a complex relational skill made up of three aspects. First is the capacity to “feel with” – to feel the experience of someone else as though it were our own, to take it seriously.  This includes having empathy for ourselves.  Empathy for ourselves is not easy, especially for those parts of ourselves we may be tempered to reject

-self-empathy is neither identification with wounds, nor is it self-pity.  Put very simply, it is the capacity to be present to ourselves in an accepting and compassionate way.  Self-empathy is the practice and model for all the empathy we have to extend to others

-the second aspect of empathy, which is key for screenwriters, is the capacity to see and construct analogies.  We do not need to have the same experience as someone in order to empathize with them.  We simply need to tap into the place in ourselves where we find something analogous

-screenwriters must constantly construct such analogies in order to enter the lives of their characters

-there is no authenticity to our writing unless something of ourselves go into it

-empathy demands that we keep a sense of our own separateness, our own identity as distinct from the other

-to the extent that we become overidentified with one character, we become dissociated from all the others.  We fail to extend the same empathy to those other characters.  Then it becomes impossible to write their parts individually, and the entire script falls apart

-the connection between empathy and play.  There is a balance to be found between letting ourselves really go into the encounter and not going so far that we lose consciousness.Part of the play is playing with just where that edge is

-the actor may well have an overidentification with a complex or archetype in the unconscious, which may manifest itself as a fatal merging of the actor’s personality with his roles

-we are wise to learn the ways of creative darkness

The Mythic Dimension of Screenwriting

-“the ultimate value of life depends upon awareness and the power of contemplation rather than upon mere survival

-the Hero’s Journey has sometimes been taken as a model of plot structure.  This is a misconception.  The Hero’s Journey in fact conceptualizes a deep process of psychic growth by projecting it outward into the world as an adventure

-in the process depicted in the hero myths, an older perspective or life-view is seen to break down and die, giving way to a broader, more inclusive appreciation of life

-the Hero’s Journey, as a concept, pictures this lived process as a symbolic cycle of Separation, Descent, Initiation, and Return  

-the model of the Hero’s Journey underlies all of drama

-the hero archetype within us, which impels us toward growth and the encounter with life, makes drama possible, while at the same time it also demands an expression through drama

- the Hero’s Journey model is the place where the screenwriter’s own venture into the unknown intersects with the techniques of story development

-models can most usefully be thought of as lenses into the story.  They help us better see what we are doing.  Each model as a lens reveals the story in a different way, and so the models that follow complement each other

-together they allow tremendous insights into how stories work, and how your own story might work to its fullest potential

-all models work best as lenses when there is something to look at, that is, after a treatment or screenplay draft has been written.  Then models as lenses help us look into what is present in the draft, where narrative links are missing, where characters need further development, and how the three dimensions of the drama can be integrated and unified into a powerful and authentic whole

-models are misused when they are put before the story, before the writer has had a chance to let the story emerge

-models should not be treated as rigid ideals to which screenplays are made to conform

-myth takes us into the depth dimension of storytelling, a dimension that is always present, but largely invisible.  ---     -myth is the liminal zone of story.  It lies between the conscious story – the story we are intentionally trying to create – and the story’s unconscious, what I call the “story field” – the ensemble of all the implicit and archetypal elements activated in the writer, in the production, and in the audience, through the story

-the conscious story is often identified with the producer’s concept.  The larger, implicit story is what the writer discovers in the process of developing the material.  The ability to work with both dimensions of the story together is one of the real keys to successful story development

-stories, including screenplays and movies, are patterns of energy.  When we are watching and appreciating a movie, we are not merely responding to a string of incidents on the screen.  There is something beyond that, beyond the moral dimension of the story, beyond even the waves of tension and release that define a process of growth through crisis

-stories generate energy fields that have definite emotional qualities.  The story field encompasses both the conscious/intentional and unconscious/unintentional dimensions of the story.  It is myth that makes this larger story the story field, accessible to us as writers

- the Hero’s Journey paradigm was capable of turning out miserably mediocre movies as well as box office smashes

-a kind of “mythic inflation” has occurred, both in storytelling rhetoric and in production budgets

-apart from the obvious facts that models cannot be applied mechanically without loss of authenticity, and that imitations rarely meet with the success of the original, there are some basic flaws in the way Campbell’s insights have been applied  wholesale to mainstream screenwriting.  First of all, myth and drama are not the same thing.  They are related, but different, levels of expression

-myths are the essence of storytelling, and they are also the vehicles through which the wisdom of humanity has been passed from generation to generation

-myths are symbolic representations.  They are not, and were never intended to be taken literally

-in the language of traditional myths, that other level was understood as magical or divine.  Today we should consider that symbolic realm in psychological terms

-if we take our myth as literally true, then we assume everyone else’s myth is literally a lie.  A genuine mythic understanding requires us to be playful, penetrating, and shrewd.  Myth is not concerned with facts, but with patterns and analogies that reveal our human situation

-myths and fairy tales – like screenplays and movies – are picture-languages.  They are made of images, create images in our minds, and ask for images from us in response

-we do know that images have the power to speak directly to the unconscious, bypassing the filters of our conscious mind

-but applying the power of myth to screenwriting is not a question of mythic form alone.  It is not merely a question of hitting the right buttons in the right order

-these stories would not have survived so long if they were not deeply meaningful, that is to say, they are satisfying to both our conscious understanding and also to the soul.  The shape of myth cannot be separated from its meaning.  And the meaning cannot be separated from deep psychological movements, the movements of the soul

-“Archetypes” are those deepest structuring potentialities of the human psyche that we as human beings universally share, inborn rather than learned

-we are born with many latent patterns of behavior already present

-archetypes as “dominants” or nodes, in the deepest level of the psyche, also share this characteristic (along with language acquisition) of being latent potentials that are activated by outer stimuli

-they can be seen indirectly through patterns of related behaviors, feelings states, and mental representation: ideas, fantasies, symbols, dreams.

-we identify the hero archetype through the characteristics hero figures have in common, as well as the inner feelings and fantasies heroes evoke in us

-true symbols are not the creations of the conscious mind.  They emerge from the unconscious.  Symbols are the point where conscious and unconscious meet.  Where those two forces meet, an image or symbol precipitates, as in a chemical reaction.  We could say the symbol is precipitated by our need to make sense of what we cannot consciously grasp, but symbols are ultimately products of nature.  Signs, on the other hand, are created by the conscious mind and are relatively conventional.  Our lives are surrounded by a wide variety of signs that compress information into representational images

-a symbol, touching the core of some value or center of motivation in the unconscious 

-Symbols tend to become codified and degenerate into signs. The Hero’s Journey is a symbol threatened with losing its mystery

-Carl Jung was careful to point out that each archetype has a negative as well as positive poll

-such “possessed” people have their own rationalization for everything, but they have been to some extent “abducted” by the energy of the hero archetype.  They have become vehicles for the archetype, and to that extent have surrendered some level of consciousness

-without emphatic insight, it is possible to create dysfunctional, damaging myths that disturb people and destroy their adaptation to life

-we want to keep a healthy perspective, because archetypes do generate something like magnetic fields when they are activated.  Identifying with the hero makes us feel good, makes us feel bigger than ourselves.  But this comes at the price of a loss of consciousness.  We get caught up in a mood, in a fantasy

-myths bring drama into our lives because they generate values that come into conflict with the values of others

-the hero is also the focus of the audience’s identification.  We ride on the wave of the hero’s reactions and moods.  Plot events tend to mean for the audience what they mean for the hero.  The destiny that the hero makes for himself is transferred over to the audience as the theme of the movie

-the hero is central because he is the chief vehicle of the writer’s projection.  The screenwriter projects the story through the main character to the audience

-the essential form of the Hero’s Journey is a circle: it describes the cycle of transformational growth.  The movement is circular, returning to the place from which it began

-the circle is divided into a light half and dark half, and into four-phases: Separation, Descent, Initiation, and Return

-the mythic hero starts the journey in the Day World of his life: the familiar status quo

-he journeys down into the unknown, represented by the Night World.  There he has a life-changing, life-renewing experience that amounts to a death and rebirth.  Death and Rebirth belong to the picture-language of myth

-psychologically, we could say that an old self or an old way of seeing things dies and a new, more comprehensive self is born

-in a movie, death and rebirth may be understood psychologically, but they must be expressed cinematically

-the power of the drama and the cinematic image create another reality where we experience the hero’s destiny as a fully our own while our play-sense knows “it’s only a movie.”

-in the second half of the journey the hero returns, transformed, to bring the gift of his experience back to the world he left

-the circle is a universal symbol of wholeness.  The Hero’s Journey is a way of looking at our life’s journey as journey to wholeness

-exactly this loss of the depth dimension and loss of meaning describe the cultural and spiritual crisis we find ourselves in at present

-the Day World and Night World express an array of interrelated dichotomies, like the yin-yang of the Tao.  In most general terms Day World and Night World are simply the known and unknown

-confronting the unknown brings up both fear and fascination, anxiety over loss of control, and irrational responses emerging from the unconscious

-the Day World and the Night World also stand for ego consciousness and the unconscious, respectively. The world as our ego sees it is our known world.  The unconscious is by definition unknown, not only in its contents but in its dynamics

-it helps us, when developing the screenplay, to know what dichotomy we are expressing through the Day World and the Night World in which the story is set.  In fact, it is part of our job to cinematically define the story’s Day World and Night World

-movement between the two worlds makes dramatic change visible.  The transit is central to both the character development and the theme of the movie

-in movies with any character change at all, we are not dealing exclusively with outer obstacles to the hero’s goal but with character transformation

-it is the Night World that holds the key to the wisdom of the instincts, how to access the instinctual energy in a positive way.  Heroes’ journeys are always journeys to find lost energy

-the main character of the screenplay, no matter what the genre, is on a journey to find or recover lost energy

-in our society, we can spend our lives protected from the raw impact of instinctual energy if we want to, but seldom do we get to experience total aliveness

-yet it is this energy, this aliveness, that we want to communicate to the audience

-usually the screenplay does not “gel” and come together until we, as writers, understand where the character needs to go to recover his lost energy

-because it is pictured as a circle, the Hero’s Journey implicitly connects us to all of the deep cycles we experience in life, the cycles that connect us to nature

-the deep mythic journeys are symbolic stories about connecting the two halves – head and instinct – connecting us with our deepest nature, finding the deeper nature in ourselves

- the Hero’s Journey expresses in symbolic terms the meaning of a successful human life cycle as one where we have entered the mystery of death and rebirth

-all movie stories carry the Hero’s Journey in their deep structure and communicate it, largely subliminally, to the audience

-as a cycle, it is not static.  The hero journeys around the circle.  The circle is the shape of experience; this is how he grows

-this outer growth is not linear and incremental, but transformational, such as when we pass from one stage of life to another.  In transformational growth something old, the old identity or perspective in life – we could call it “who I think I am” – must die if the new is to be born

-we can describe this as a process of breakdown and breakthrough, and it is this process that is pictured in the Hero’s Journey as the cycle of death and rebirth

-we must leave the bright world of what we know and descend into the unknown, really submit to it, if we are to find our new way.  Life itself forces us to let go

-rituals are ways of summoning and focusing our energies for a leap into the unknown.  Such life-passage moments make natural springboards for drama because they place the hero on the cusp of change

-in this regard, there is a close connection between ritual, myth, and storytelling

-myths serve the ritual function of showing the reluctant ego the path of transformation.  In drama, the cycle of breakdown and breakthrough translates into a curve of growth through crisis

-the Hero’s Journey also resonates through the orchestration of characters in the screenplay.  We project figures from our own inner lives onto the characters in our story, and this contributes to the feelings we have and judgments we make about them.  The audience does likewise

-some of the important projections we make include psychological complexes, such as the persona, the shadow, and the anima

- the Hero’s Journey has to do with finding out who we are by being confronted with what we don’t know about ourselves.  We may identify the Day World with the persona aspect of our conscious ego and the Night World with what Carl Jung termed the shadow.  The persona is the mask we wear in our social interactions.  It’s who we want other people to think we are

-every mask we wear serves the dual role of both disguising and revealing us.  In a positive way, our persona allows us to interact with others without feeling too naked or having to reveal too much of our inner feelings. Our social persona is made up largely of what we would like to believe about ourselves

-persona affiliations through brand names and other consumables have to some extent replaced family and clan structures as means to achieve a sense of belonging.  They make up an important part of “who I think I am.”

-of course, family and upbringing are very important sources of our self-image.  They shape our expectations of what our lives will be like, how we will live, and whom we will marry

-the shadow, on the other hand, is an aspect of the unconscious made up partly of all those ways of being and feeling and thinking which do not fit into our social persona

-“the shadow is everything I don’t like to admit about myself.”  It is the opposite or inverse of the ego in general, and especially of the persona attitude.  Of course, this definition of shadow may include other things that I cannot admit about myself because I am simply unconscious of them

-one way we do experience the contents of the shadow is by unconsciously projecting them onto people who drive us crazy or who we “love to hate”

 -we find a curious, secret relationship to whatever we believe we despise

-an important point in relation to the Hero’s Journey is that the shadow has energy

-we learned from early on that many behaviors are not accepted, and so we dropped them.  But in this inevitable process we also lost some of our wholeness.  That is why every journey invariably takes us into the region of the shadow to recover lost energy

-the shadow knows things about us that we ourselves do not

-normally the shadow is projected onto the antagonist of the story.  If that projection is made unconsciously by a screenwriter with no appreciation for his own shadow, that antagonist usually comes off as flat, one-dimensional, stereotyped.  This flattens out the whole movie, and the drama becomes less compelling

-but when a writer dares to confront their own shadow material as he encounters it in the writing process, rather than projecting it blindly, the antagonistic character who emerges is dark and human – and compelling

-the major phases of the Hero’s Journey – Separation, Descent, Initiation, and Return – cannot be exactly equated with the three acts that comprise screenplay structure

-the Separation phase of the Hero’s Journey can indeed be equated with Act I of plot structure.  It is situated in the Day World of the story, the known terrain or status quo of the hero’s life.  The first point in the anatomy of any story is to establish the status quo world from which the hero’s adventure will go forth

-the myth or fairy tale takes us into a particular status quo world because there is something wrong there

-but the world of the status quo, whether identified as the interior world of one character or the world of small-town America, already contains the seed of its own destruction.  This is a universal element of the setup

-there is a flaw in this world, which is usually invisible to the characters themselves

-the wisdom of myth and fairy tale accords with the insights of Taoism, which proposes that creation is always in movement and change, and that status quo situations are by their very nature unstable.  Belief in their permanence is illusory

-in the opening, we witness the fracture of this world, or we see that it has already lost its vitality.  This is the motif of the Wasteland

-many screenplays fail in development because the writer is too in love with his characters and their world to see the flaw.  But the flaw that is implicitly present is the cornerstone of both the throughline conflict and the theme, so it is wise to give this some attention

-the familiar live horizon has been outgrown; the old concepts, ideals, and emotional patterns no longer fit; the time for passing of a threshold is at hand

-the opening situation of the story by its very nature points toward what is missing, and thus forces us to ask questions and become involved

-we are orchestrating both the text of the story (the plot throughline) and the subtext (the theme) in the very opening scenes, through what is missing, incomplete, or unbalanced

-establishing the status quo of this world sets the stage for the first event of the story, the Call to Adventure

-yet the call itself is not an invitation only; it is also a destruction.  The call simultaneously heralds the “awakening of the self; of the hero and the shattering of the status quo world.  The two are aspects of one phenomenon. The call takes us from the world of the ego’s hopes and fears to the world of destiny

-the call to realize who we already have the potential to be

-there are actually three ways that the Call to Adventure can come in myths and fairy tales.  It can come from three different directions, so to speak.  There is the call from within, the call from without, and the blunder or call from below.  Each variation of the call adds its own twist or impetus to the direction of the story

-we shall differentiate them, because exactly the same three possibilities appear in the setups of movies

-the first way the Call to Adventure may come is as an inner or self-proclaimed call

-this inner call starts the hero off with the strongest impetus and forward momentum.  The nature of the individual’s call immediately identifies the throughline conflict the character will follow from beginning to end

-this inner variation on the call also takes both the character and the audience most quickly into the archetypal realm of the Eternal Child, or the child-hero.  The self-proclaimed call sets a tone of hope and optimism

-the hero starts off imagining that he is in control of events.  These characters are often adolescents, or they are people who have retained a special youthful quality, such as idealism, hope, or innocence, into adulthood.  This quality is always going to be tested and transformed by the trials of the journey

-implicit in the context of the self-proclaimed call is that the hero does not know the trials awaiting him

-in the development of Midnight Cowboy, the orchestration of this opening, with its self-proclaimed call and its immediate connection to the Child archetype, was crucial to establishing Joe Buck as an enduring icon of lost innocence.  Joe Buck’s journey coincided with a collective loss of innocence that America was forced to endure during those years.  This specific setup allowed the deeper meaning of that collective moment to resonate with a vast audience

-the second variation on the Call to Adventure motif is the call that comes from the outside.  This may either be an assignment the main character is given, or an event that forcibly destroys the main character’s status quo and shakes him into a quest for a new equilibrium

-stories where the call comes from the outside, either as an assignment or as a sudden disaster, place special emphasis on the nature and the context of the call.  What is calling us?

-the direction the story takes then depends largely on the nature of the outer force

-entire genres, such as the detective story, are driven by the call as assignment.  But we must always ask what is the specific nature of the assignment, because it sets up the throughline for the entire story

-who is calling, and the context of the call, signifies the nature of the call, and thus the trajectory and the tone of the story.  By “context” we mean specifically where the hero is and what he is doing when the call comes

-the alternate form in which the outer call can come is through a disastrous or chance event that catalyzes the story.  There are events that break into our lives and suddenly change everything.  Falling in love, the discovery of an infidelity, getting laid off, or a sudden illness all have the power to overthrow our sense of reality and send us on a quest for meaning

-in each of these cases, a disaster that appears at first as a peripheral or chance event is later revealed to be part of the fabric of destiny.  The outer call as disaster in fact asserts that larger patterns of fate impact our lives (the etymology of “disaster” is “unlucky star”)

-the third major variation on the Call to Adventure is the blunder – and in a sense, all calls to adventure are blunders, because we don’t really know what we are getting ourselves into when we begin.  If it is a true call, it always means getting in over our heads.  Only getting in over our heads force us, ultimately, to change

-a blunder is a mistake, but a significant mistake

-we fall into time and mortality.  Blunders always require us to wake up and become more real, to face life

-what makes the blunder dramatically significant is not that it seems to happen by chance, but that it reveals an unsuspected world.

-blunders are the result of suppressed desires and conflicts.  They are ripples on the surface of life, produced by unsuspected springs.  And these may be very deep – as deep as the soul itself.  The blunder may amount to the opening of a destiny

-a blunder is a challenge to a character to see what has blinded him, to try to turn around and look at the blind side.  It is often the character’s extreme overdevelopment in one side of life that has led to blindness in another, though when the character is inexperienced, the blunder can come through in an inability to understand consequences

-in relation, to the inner and outer calls, we could consider the blunder as a “call from below,: from the shadow or inferior side of our nature

-with the call, the hero is engaged in the first phase of the adventure: the physical, emotional, and psychological separation from an earlier identity and system of sentiments

-in our own world, separation also means breaking with our tribe to search for a unique identity and purpose

-however it is defined, in the presence of the call the tribe becomes a source of conflict.  An entire group can also receive a call, as in the case of ensemble movies.  Several characters may receive individual calls, which then bring the separate story strands together

-the Call to Adventure gives forward momentum to the story.  But it is exactly here that a detracting element enters.  Ambivalence rears its head.  As soon as the call comes and the hero starts to respond, a doubter appears on the scene

-(in fairy tales, every psychological nuance is expressed: objectified as a character or event).  The doubter may whisper, but it is always the penetrating voice of secret anxiety

-just that voice of doubt may be enough to nip the adventure in the bud.  As soon as desire comes, fear comes: fear of the risks involved, fear that we won’t get what we want, fear of what we will have to sacrifice to get what we want, fear of separation

-the outer doubter is merely an externalization of the doubt we already feel inside.  Thus there also exists the possibility that the hero will refuse the call

-the classic statement on the refusal of the call is: “These gods lead those who will; those who won’t, they drag”

-we all feel ambivalent when we get the call in life because it means change, work

-we want to decide which adventures we are willing to accept.  We want to stay in our comfort zone

-comic characters especially are seen refusing the Call to Adventure.  Comic heroes typically reluctant heroes.  They reflect what is inferior in all of us: our laziness, our cowardice, our inertia.  They do this in ways that help us laugh at those parts of ourselves and accept them.  Thus they show us our unvarnished humanness.  Comic heroes often spend most of the move refusing the call.  As well as being psychologically valid, this turns out to be a wonderful comic strategy

-ultimately what is behind the ambivalence the character faces at the beginning of a story is a life-choice between two values, one of which is known, the other being still below the horizon of awareness.  The initial refusal of the call by the comic hero leads to a specific variation in Act I of many – if not most – comedies

-something must intervene to break the deadlock of ambivalence, and this is the entrance of a new personage, called the guide

-it is also the nature of the guide to appear out of nowhere.  When something appears out of nowhere, where it is coming from, in psychological terms?  From the non-ego, from the unconscious. The guide is like a personification of the intuition that we can dare to take a risk and follow our own path.  It is the voice inside which says “Follow your heart”

-the guide arrives not to serve us, but to serve the process of transformation.  Guides may be both shadowy and shifty.  They do not play by our rules.

-the guide is not an element to be tacked onto a story in a stereotypical way.  It is true that the guide is someone who knows much more than the hero.  This may be someone who has already taken the journey and has returned to help others, it may be a supernatural helper, or it may well be an outcast of some kind

-if we take a broad survey of fairy tales, we find that guides are most often wise old women or men, helping animals, or grotesque outsiders, even corpses

-what these guide figures have in common is that they are close to the world of nature, which is to say, to the instincts.  The old have withdrawn from the social persona; they are of no special use anymore, and are overtaken by the physical decay of the body.  They have let go of their social mask.  Animals directly represent body wisdom

-they all have instinctual wisdom rather than ego-based knowledge

-the guide is generally not a figure who represents the Day World values of the society.  Guides are often shape-shifter because they are essentially no-ego

-Campbell speaks of the hero’s guide as the “personification of his destiny,” and destiny is by definition outside the sphere of the ego

-sometime the guide accompanies the hero for a part of the journey; sometime the guide gives the hero an amulet and drops out of the story.  Sometimes the guide is a trickster figure who tests the hero.  In most cases, the guide must disappear before the crossing of the return threshold to the Day World

-in the idiom of realism, there may not be a guide that we can see.  The truth that we so often experience in our own lives is precisely the feeling of being lost and without guidance.  This is our existential situation

-sometimes the whole point is that the character doesn’t have any guide and will have to search inside themselves for a guiding principle

-in the expressionist idiom, however, where dream or fantasy character may easily appear on the screen, the guide may be directly characterized.  Expressionism as an idiom and stylistic choice in story development is a context where, as in myth and fairy tale, everything on the screen is metaphor; nothing is meant to be taken absolutely literally

-how can the guide be made appropriate to the idiom and genre?  How can the guide be orchestrated so as not to steal the hero’s thunder or give away too much of the dramatic tension

-there may be no guide.  The characters are on their own and must make their own mistakes.  Or the guide may be a rather minor character who appears occasionally as a voice of conscience or of balance

-a guide character may also appear to be antagonistic when we first meet him; he may appear first as a threshold guardian who challenges the protagonist.  The antagonism invests the relationship with a lot of energy.  This is the way it is commonly handled in love stories

-and in the case of love stories where a threshold guardian transforms to become a guide, she normally becomes the hero’s primary relationship in Act II.  In love stories, typically one character takes the active role.  This character is the first one to fall in love and see the true potential of the relationship, and may pull the hero over the threshold to intimacy

-what they have in common is that though the guide figure first appears antagonistically in Act I, her or she takes on an “agent of chaos” role in Act II because he embodies a value the hero has to incorporate in order to resolve the conflict

-frequently in the myths, the guide gives the hero a magical object as well as good advice and encouragement

-these days, the amulet is popularly called the “power object”

-the power of an amulet does not lie in what it appears to be on the surface, but in the resonance it sends out, its specific symbolism which speaks directly to our unconscious

-the primary relationship character often embodies the quality or value that the main character needs to discover in 

herself.  This figure is commonly referred to as the “love interest”

-like the guide, the amulet will stand out too much as a story device if it is presented stereotypically.  Another way to approach this is to ask the question: what is sacred for my character?  What does she carry with her as a power object, and what, on a perhaps unconscious level, does that represent for her?  What is that object trying to tell her?

-the amulet should have a thematic connection; it is a physical embodiment of a value associated with the theme of the movie

-in these cases, the amulets point to what the character has to learn.  But the amulet can also negatively become a fetish that prevents realization.  While the amulet is a symbol for a function of the self, the fetish is a concretization of a desire.  The fetish has become opaque to its own symbolic dimension.  Far in the background, the energies of the psyche are working, but the character is obsessed with the literal object, and the literalism of the attachment turn the fetish into something destructive

-so when we ask what is a character’s amulet, what object is sacred to the character, the way we see the character interact with that object tells us much about the deep structure of his personality

-the next step in the Hero’s Journey is crossing the threshold that marks the boundary of the character’s known world or comfort zone.  This event corresponds to the dramatic crisis that ends Act I of a screenplay

-the intervention of the guide and the presence of the amulet really have one function in the Hero’s Journey, and that is to prepare the hero for the crossing of the threshold between the Day World and the Night World by activating deeper centers of motivation

-a threshold marks the boundary between two properties, two energy states

-the warnings of the doubter have been a foreshadowing of the level of anxiety that manifests at this point

-the threshold we approach now is where the solutions and resources of the conscious ego are no longer enough.  We will need other, unknown resources to accomplish the trials that await us. It is natural that we hesitate on the threshold

-embodying all of the extreme sense of threat and anxiety we experience as we are about to cross into the unknown, is a figure called the threshold guardian

-the threshold guardian raises the stakes because he poses a real threat to the hero.  Mythically an angel or ogre, giant or snake, fairy or monster, it stands for “the limits of the hero’s present sphere, or life horizon”

-the threshold guardian, by his monstrous nature, embodies the energies of the Night World

-threshold guardians threaten, challenge, seduce, abduct.  These challenges might be summarized in the single phrase: “Who do you think you are?”  At the threshold to adventure we are challenged on, and divested of, our identity

-there are two possible outcomes to the hero’s encounter with the threshold guardian.  The first possibility is that the hero defeats the threshold guardian by force or by trickery

-the other possibility is that the hero is defeated by the threshold guardian, is swallowed, and is taken down, like Johah, into the belly of the whale.  “The hero, instead of conquering or conciliating the power of the threshold, is swallowed into the unknown and would have appeared to die”

-the image of the belly of the whale points to how completely we have been overpowered, and at the same time is a womb image toward a new birth. It is a motif found worldwide

-the threshold crossing is where a specific instinct gets activated.  The fight or flight instinct.  Here is where the adrenaline kicks in, both in the protagonist and in the movie audience as well.  The story literally moves to a different energy level

-we are no longer detached viewers, but we are now viscerally connected to what is happening on the screen

-the adrenaline rush really comes from the audience’s identification with the hero, which has been established through Act I, combined with a text/subtext sense of what is at stake

-when the character is attacked and suffers a loss of control, it is the disorientation and sudden loss of value that provides the sense of danger, even when the threat is not physical

-the second reason is to pull us down to earth and take us out of a state of grandiosity

-the threshold guardian is there to tell us no, to force us down into the whale’s belly where the real work of transformation will begin

-the threshold guardian appears to be trying to keep us out, to prevent our passage.  And truly, he does keep out those who are unready

-we see that these adventures are our secret allies

-without the threshold guardian to push against, we could not know our own strength.  Without him, our inner growth could never take place

-the threat can be moral or emotional and touch us just as deeply

-approach a screenplay development in terms of complex patterns in the story meshing with complex patterns in the audience, rather than a series of impulses that make the audience react

-when we are inflated, that is exactly when we fall into our blind spots, because the inflation makes us feel invulnerable

-the threshold guardian is an important figure in a movie drama, though usually not the primary antagonist.  The threshold guardian may be a member of what we will discuss as the main antagonist’s emotional network

-as a rule, whenever a motif – like the threshold crossing or guardian – is repeated, it gains in thematic importance

-crossing the threshold is already a form of self-annihilation, because we can never go back to being who we were before

-this shift becomes a key point as a construction of movie stories, because the audience must see the threshold as a point of no return for the hero.  If the hero can re-establish the first act status quo, there is no way to successfully build up the dramatic intensity of Act II

-essentially, the Day World and Night World stand for two inverse or opposing values.  These values must be externalized so that we can see them.  We must give them cinematic reality.  Thus there is a physical boundary marker as well as a threshold guardian and threshold trauma

-a physical threshold is utilized to indicate the dramatic shift.  Where there is no obvious physical marker, more work must be done to show the audience the emotional or ethical threshold that is being crossed

-the mythic resonances of the threshold crossing moment make us see that this is much more than simply an event that hooks into the story and swings it in a different direction

-Threshold Crossing in Summary:

-the threshold marks the boundary between the story’s Day World and Night World

-the threshold is a place of magnified energy: fascination and danger

-an antagonistic threshold guardian challenges the hero, attacking the hero’s sense of self, sense of purpose, or mission

-crossing the threshold commences a process of divestiture and breaks down the “who I think I am” (his mode)

-crossing the threshold marks a point of no return for the hero, who can never go back to being who she was at the beginning of the story

-the threshold crossing points forward to an escalating series of trials

-the steps of the Separation phase of the Hero’s Journey corresponds directly, point for point, with the elements that comprise the setup of the screenplay’s Act I.  But now that we have crossed the threshold into the Night World, the two systems begin to diverge.  The steps of the Hero’s Journey that descend into the darkness still reveal on an archetypal level the process that underlies drama, but there is no longer a point-for-point correspondence.  Myth has its own necessity and internal consistency, and so does drama

-one of the main reasons has to do with the fact that in myths and fairy tales we are dealing with figures that may be directly archetypal images barely fleshed out with some costuming.  They are not individualized human beings

-the hero has just crossed into the territory where the adventure will really begin.  And the tone as we enter the Night World is one of disorientation accompanying the loss of identity.

-in the world of the unknown, we do not know the rules of the game.  We don’t know what the game is, or who we are in the context of this game.  There are feelings of despair.  At this point we would like to run back to safety, but the door has slammed shut behind us

-the first major motif of the Descent phase is called the Road of Trials

-we are forced to acknowledge the instinct-based anxieties and distortions of perception that fall under the heading of panic

-the hero is now called to undergo a series of trials in a landscape of “curiously fluid, ambiguous forms”

-the trials serve to strip away all the layers of ego-wrappings until an existential leap is made from an identification with the ego – with its desires, ambitions, feelings, and fantasies – to an identification with the energy that inhabits and carries the ego

-it is with the nature of these trials and the success of the outcome that movies are most concerned.  In screenplays, the Road of Trials occupies all of Act II, and is universally considered the most difficult part of the story to construct

-it is here that the essential human drama of the “purification of the self” is played out

-in fairy tales, very commonly there are three trials in a sequence of increasing difficulty and risk

-this stripping away of garments is the core image of the entire process.  Nakedness and vulnerability are seen as 

the necessary  precondition for transformation.  And in so many of the myths and fairy tales of transformation, the series of trials leads to a confrontation with and assimilation of opposites

-the goddess of light meets the goddess of darkness, the ego personality confronts his shadow, the human being faces the nonhuman or the superhuman

-the Road of Trials leads to the assimilation of the opposite, of the shadow, by means of a breakdown of the illusion of “who I think I am.”  A smaller, more limited structure is being broken in a favor of a larger, more comprehensive one that incorporates some of the wisdom of the unconscious

-in drama, the process of breakdown takes on a different rhythm and tone than it does in myth and fairy tales

-this is because we are looking at it subjectively: how it feels to go on the journey, how it feels to break down under trials, to have all one’s projections torn away

-myth is emotionally more distanced than drama, the better to reveal the essential archetypal structure

-drama, on the other hand, captures every emotional nuance of breakdown, every moment of pain and suffering

-the structure of the Road of Trials in movies is more determined by the three levels of conflict we are working with in drama: inner conflict, interpersonal conflict, and plot-level conflict

-these three levels, or rings, of what we term the Story Molecule make drama into a three-dimensional stream of meaning that is rooted in myth, but has its own life and dynamics

-in movies, these three levels of conflict are catalyzed by three throughline dramatic questions: a plot question, a primary relationship question, and a question that goes to the heart of the inner conflict of values

-myth and drama are not the same, but are parallel ways of expression something universal.  Myth does not provide the superficial structure for the screenplay, but is a depth reflection of it, the meta-structure of the drama.  This is an important distinction

-the series of trials is preparing the necessary conditions for Initiation.  The Initiation phase of the journey itself has three important phases.  First is the ultimate trial, often referred to as the Night of the Soul.  It is the trial the we either cannot overcome, or through the very overcoming of which the leading values we have clung to are destroyed, so that we no longer recognize ourselves.  Night of the Soul describes this moment of breakdown where subjectively it feels like we are dying, or have perhaps already died. It feels like a hellish “no exit” situation

-the Night of the Soul is, psychologically and spiritually, a point of “grow or die” for the person.  We might also refer to it as the Death of the Ego.  It would be more accurate however to think of it as the death of the ego’s image of itself, especially to the extent that the ego has been identified with a persona or mask

-dramatically, this moment corresponds to the catastrophe that ends Act II of a screenplay.  Contemporary drama does not like to dwell on these moments too long

-the dramatic structure that gives most emphasis to the Night of the Soul suffering of the hero is, not surprisingly, called the “messianic hero”

-a second wind is a second breath is second spirit.  We are born again

-the second wind doesn’t belong to the ego, it belongs to the wisdom of the body, to the instincts

-you don’t own the flow; the flow carries you

-Initiation is the awakening of a new, more complex and dynamic unity that has become one by assimilating its opposite

-many heroes at this juncture ventilate their rage and frustration in a wild outburst of violent emotion.  By the standards of polite society this is all wrong, but from the perspective of the instincts it is healthy; another paradox.  The ventilation blows away the old inhibitions and gives access to the deeper, life-or-death level of energy

-Initiation means “new birth,” and this new birth takes place in the depth of the Night World, in the depth of the psyche

-the Road of Trials, in fact the entire journey, is an intuitive pedagogy preparing us for these moments of life passage, preparing us to face them with the right attitude, the right posture.  And that “right posture” has to do with submission, the surrender of “who I think I am” (which could also be translated as “what I think my limitations are”

-the Night of the Soul is thus itself the beginning of the Initiation phase of the Hero’s Journey.  Death is not followed by rebirth; death is rebirth.  To the mythic imagination, they are two sides of the same coin

-Initiation also means the beginning of knowledge, which is to say: meeting the Secret Mover, the Power which, invisible to our eyes, has been propelling the entire adventure forward, leading us inevitably to itself

-the shadow includes that part of our total humanity that was deemed inferior and was rejected and repressed as we adapted to life

-next is a reconciliation with the Mother, which Campbell suggests, means a reconciliation with life, with, with the basic conditions of life - birth, growth, union, separation, illness, decline, death - to embrace this and say yes to it

-the third phase in this triad is reconciling with the Father, that absolute dimension of being beyond all words, all thoughts, all images, all knowing whatsoever

-taken altogether, the Initiation is an encounter with what Jung terms the "Self"

-the Self may be though of as the totality of our psychic being, both the center and circumference of our wholeness.  As our ego is the center of our consciousness, our conscious sense of "I," the Self is that larger totality inclusive of conscious and unconscious together

-to conclude this process of Initiation there is a third point, what Joseph Campbell calls Receiving the Boon.  When we are reborn, we get a boon, a gift.  In myths and fairy tales, the boon is typically something marvelous, magical, or sacred

-the boon is not a personal possession at all, but something of universal value.  The boon is an embodiment of value, a larger value that replaces the narrow value attached to "who I think I am."  This profound shift in values comes directly into play in the character change we witness in the hero at the climax of a movie

-it further manifests as a knowledge, a confidence that one can hit that Wall and discover something beyond it.  There is however a task that is given along with the boon: to return with it to the Day World and share it

-the Initiation is not the final point of the cycle of the Hero's Journey; it is but the half-way point

-here dramatic structure departs decidedly from the mythic archetype, because if we can see that the mythic Initiation and the dramatic climax have parallel meanings and functions, we must also note that they come at different points in the story

-we think of the dramatic climax as coming just shortly before the end of the movie, not halfway through it

-certain movies created in the fantasy-adventure genre and explicitly following Campbell's model avoid this problem by having a double climax

-the three-pointed Initiation of the Hero's Journey marks a profound and complex transformation in the personality.  The section of the screenplay structure that corresponds to Initiation includes the catastrophe that ends Act II as well as the dramatic climax in Act III

-the catastrophe is the dramatic term for the Night of the Soul/Death of the Ego experience

-an entire mythic pattern underlies the catastrophe and resonates through the dramatic situation because we carry all of the mythic associations within us

-to put it very simply, the catastrophe is the worst thing that could happen to the character in the context of the story.  In fact, a powerful dramatic catastrophe that emotionally prepares the climax involves constructing a dramatic double bind that will force the main character to choose between - or better, reconcile - two opposing values

-the conflict between two values and perspectives - i.e. man's and God's - is implicit in myth, but in drama it must be rendered as an actual, explicit conflict

-it is up to the screenwriter to define the two values and bring them to life through the story

-in a screenplay, the conflict of values is expressed on three interconnected levels: internal conflict within the main character, interpersonal conflict in a primary relationship, and the throughline outer conflict that comprises the plot.  On the plot level, the conflicting values are carried by the hero and the antagonist

-the protagonist and antagonist are those opposites who are not of differing species, but one flesh.  The antagonist represents what, as we move deeper into the dynamics of character orchestration, we shall call the "dark mirror" of the protagonist

-and this secret correspondence linking the two, we shall see, has a decisive subliminal influence on the audience.  In movies, we too often stereotype the antagonist one-dimensionally as the "bad guy" and get stuck on that.  We project our own shadow onto the antagonist and use him as a scapegoat

-drama naturally invites us to take sides.  The underlying mythic paradigm, however, emphasizes that hidden unity which must necessarily be represented as a play of opposites

-in myths, the Secret Mover is portrayed as a god or goddess.  It is he who has sent the Call to Adventure to the hero in the guise of a treasure to be found or a lover to be wooed

-the meeting with the Secret Mover is not so elaborated in movies

-meeting the god or goddess is in the realm of the metaphysical, the invisible, while movies, except in the most overtly mythic fantasies or science fiction deal with the consensual everyday world, or a romanticized or expressionistic version of it

-in a screenplay, what stands in the position of the Secret Mover is the discovery of a dramatic truth.  Dramatic truth is simultaneously the revelation of character and the solution to the riddle posed by the plot

-the dramatic conflict must be of such a nature that the plot cannot be resolved unless the hero changes the way he sees things - both himself and the situation.  The change in self-perception comes from and leads to a shift in values, meaning the change is first implicit and then must be tested in action

-all of these climaxes highlight the character's discovery of a truth and an accompanying change in self-perception.  The Secret Mover of a drama is the discovered truth that answers the dramatic questions of the story at the climax

-the dramatic climax as a revelation of a truth for character and audience that corresponds to the Initiation, the meeting with the god.  This connection helps lend the climax its aura or halo of justness and finality

-in some cases it might be better stated as an existential truth, a psychological truth, or simply the price of survival

-a mythic approach to screenwriting has nothing necessarily to do with a conventional happy ending.  The dramatic truth discovered at the climax of a screen story may not always be phrased as a moral, but it must touch our hearts.  We must feel the truth to emanate from the depth of the story and the protagonist, to be consistent with the entire dramatic development, and also to feel necessary

-what the meeting with the god does suggest for drama is that "Truth shall make you free"

-discover or a tragic truth, gives the protagonist - and vicariously ourselves - what Campbell calls the "freedom to live." 

-in other words, freedom from being neurotically limited by our fear of life and our clinging to small selves that we know shall die.  It is freedom to face life, freedom to grow up. Normally at the end of the story we see the character possessing more of this freedom than they did at the beginning.  

-we know how it feels to walk out of a movie theater with our feeling for life expanded.  This is a precious gift, it is the product of a story's integrity

-the rest of the journey has still to be undertaken: the return with the boon to make visible in the Day World the truth was discovered in the Night World.  This making the truth visible in the Day World is the core of the entire Return phase of the Hero's Journey, whether the process takes years of real time or only seconds of screen time in the climax of a movie

-the first part of the Return phase is still within the underworld.  Exiting the underworld with the boon may have its own dangers, because the god may not give the gift willingly 

-sometimes, as with Prometheus’s theft of fire, the boon must be stolen.  The Magic Flight is a well-known and important motif in myth cycles that represents danger

-taken together, they describe how very difficult it is to bring the realization – the experience of radical wholeness, of the Secret Mover – back across the threshold of consciousness and into the arena of society.  The leading image here is metamorphosis: reality is fluid and shifting

-it is just at this point of the Return that the structure of movies really departs from the circular archetype of the Hero’s Journey

-the important departure from the mythic structure is that movie stories tend to skip this quadrant of the Hero’s Journey entirely, and cut directly to pick up the hero as he crosses the return threshold back into the Day World, the world of visible action

-drama leaps directly from inner climax to outer climax

-normally, the meeting with the god in the Night World corresponds to the inner realization of the main character in a movie, the inner realization of a truth.  This is the inner phase of the ripple climax.  The basic insight behind the ripple climax is:

-As I change the way I see myself, I change my way of behaving

-As I change my behavior, I change my relationships

-As I change my relationships, I change my world

-the mythic journey into the Night World is more concerned with the core inner transformation, while movies are more concerned with outer action, with the consequences of that change in the outer world

-the road home leads to the Return Threshold, which, like the first threshold, is a place of paradox.  Again, it is a boundary between two realities or states of consciousness.  And again the hero is to be tested.  As the threshold guardian on the way down represented those fearful energies of the Night World, the guardian of the Return Threshold embodies all that is intimidating and resistant to change

-the status quo world may be no different, but one’s perspective has changed completely, and that makes all the difference

-their change puts a pressure for change on the entire group

-there is also another, much more belligerent aspect to the return threshold guardian motif, one which will require the hero new trials leading to a decisive confrontation.  This is the Tyrant King motif, the person at the top of the status quo order who, like a dragon, is hanging on to power for himself.  His entire power structure is threatened by the wind of change brought by the returning hero

-mistakenly identifying the flowing energy of life, with his own personal ego and having usurped the symbolism of “divine rule,” the Tyrant perceives the hero as a life-threat

-we have said that movie stories leap from an inner climax (meeting with the god) to the return threshold and outer climax.  In dramas, the main antagonist of the story stands as the return threshold guardian

-at the catastrophe of the drama, which corresponds to the Night of the Soul, the protagonist is forced to confront that opposite or shadow within himself, embodied by the antagonist

-Act II takes place metaphorically in an underworld, while Act III we come back to the Day World for the resolution of the outer plot

-in a movie we move directly from catastrophe (“grow or die”) to climax, and in the subtle moment between them we in the audience must see what has changed in the character.  Thus there is between catastrophe and climax a typically brief Story Step we call Calm Before the Storm, where we register this character change in a movie.  We see that inner change has occurred though the throughline outer plot question has yet to be answered.  We are moving quickly toward the climax

-what the return threshold guardians force us to do, in a positive sense, is to fight for our vision and turn it into something objective in the world – a new philosophy, a new invention, a new political system, a new artwork

-we are forced to make visible in the Day World the truth that was discovered in the Night World.  Sometimes the character change simply embodies itself in a way of being that implies “freedom to live”

-the gift of transformation is not for us alone, but is meant to be shared

-if the hero is successful in meeting the new trials and establishing something new in the world, some locus where the energies of transformation can enter the human sphere, we arrive at the last point in the cycle of the Hero’s Journey: the Ritual Kingship or Sacred Marriage.  The motif may take either form, or the two may be combined. The prince and the princess marry and establish a new kingdom

-these motifs express how it feels when we come around the full cycle of the journey, after overcoming the new trials and establishing the truth we have found as a value in our lives

-marriage as a symbol is the union of woman and man, male and female, and the union of two families and two communities

-the coronation is the union of the king and the nation, of the nation and God; it is the beginning of a new time.  When pictured as a marriage or a coronation, there is a big party going on, a tremendous celebration

-it is a spontaneous, effervescent release of joyous energy.  The Hero’s Journey suggests that joy is the natural product of following our path

-that happiness was in reality a state of dependence on the object.  Joy, on the other hand, is the vital energy that is bubbling up inside.  It belongs to life, not to the object.  Joy is the energy released by the experience of wholeness, and it is toward wholeness that the symbols of the Sacred Marriage and Ritual Kingship point

-masculine and feminine, left and right, above and below, the light side and the dark side all come together, if only for one poised moment

-the party is going on inside; it is a state of consciousness.  We are really in the flow of life, and life around us is flowing effortlessly

-the flow state is akin to the concentrated play state of children, and in that very intensely pleasurable state, the sense of time disappears.  We don’t feel time is passing because we are too busy living

-the time of “happily ever after” is really the eternal now

-there are cases where people are in the worst imaginable outer circumstances, and yet they dream there is a party going on inside.  This does not mean they are deluded.  It means that this is the reality their unconscious presents them; it is a picture of their inner state, where there is an experience of celebration

-while we are in the aura of the Sacred Marriage or the Ritual Kingship, the world feels new

-if the king becomes a tyrant, the resulting world becomes a Waste Land.  And then someone else would have to go on the journey down into the Night World, to the abyssal waters of renewal

-this point, to let life keep flowing after one has come round full circle and “become somebody,” is considered by many mystics to be the most difficult challenge of the entire journey: the final test

-movies must serve both our deep mythological impulses and our reality sense, and these two are not always easy to reconcile

-while screenwriting is highly technical, it is based on dynamics that are deeply part of our nature.  It is precisely this nature that we share with our audience.  We can trust it

-the very fact of our individual consciousness and our adaptations to the outer world make us split beings.  It is the creative power of the stories we tell through screenplays and movies that can make healing bridges

-the Hero’s Journey is not a sacred cow, nor is it a cash cow

Soul of Screenwriting Part II

Need Versus Mode: The Core of Conflict

-at the theater, we are truly and only moved by the ordinary men and women doing their best under extraordinary circumstances, forced to act in an extraordinary way to achieve their goal

-we need to know enough about a character to convey the dramatic truth of the character and the story to the audience.  Another way to put it: enough so that an actor can pick up the script and, without having to concoct anything, play the truth of the character from beginning to end

-we must know the character’s self-image, that precious “who I think I am,” because that is the foundation of his present motivations.  We refer to this as the character’s mode

-it is this mode that will suffer conflict and breakdown.  And we must also know that which the character does not yet know about himself, the new individuality that will be born out of conflict.  This latter is termed the character’s unconscious need.  

-the tension between a character’s subjective reality and the steps of growth that the dramatic conflict objectively requires is the core of character

-this tension generates both the dramatic throughline and the theme of the movie

-we screenwriters must remind ourselves that the most important part of our craft is always our understanding of characters, our audience, of our collaborators, and of ourselves

-the study of character is of course inexhaustible.  It is certainly possible, and it inevitably happens, that the screenwriter, director, and star can have conflicting interpretations of the same character.  We each bring our own personal mythology to the creation of character, with its particular dominants and balances, its hidden symbols, and its blind spots

-working with characters continually begs certain questions:

-who is this character for me?  What do my characters and their relationships mirror about my own attitudes, beliefs, and assumptions?

-our characters have much to teach us about ourselves.  And what we do not know about ourselves usually surfaces at a point where the screenplay gets “stuck”

-the Need vs. Mode model is a valuable lens into the human nature of our characters

-this model is also a way of identifying the core of conflict in the story.  The core of conflict is simultaneously a psychological conflict and also a universal conflict of values.  The conflict of values is played out via the throughline plot conflict, around which the outer events of the screenplay are constructed

-it is also expressed through the theme of the movie; as we see the hero choose one value over another and we witness the consequences of that choice.  But for all of the plot, and theme conflict to achieve dramatic unity, they must be grounded in the psychology of the character.  When action grows out of who a character is, it has integrity and authenticity 

-of course we know that characters are constructs, but we approach them as if they were real for the sake of consistent and believable motivations and behaviors.  From this basis we can examine the dynamics of character conflict and character change.  Underlying all of this is the mythic dimension of storytelling.  Yet while the archetypal, mythic structure may give drama access to deep levels of soul, it is only the humanity of the characters that brings the screenplay fully to life

-the character may be fictional, but the relationship is real

-we have observed that when a story is not working, the root cause is nearly always a breakdown of rapport between the writer and the story – ultimately between the writer and his character

-this lack of rapport – lack of feeling – is communicated infallibly to the audience

-when the audience loses rapport with the main character, energy drains out of the whole story

-therefore the first place to go to get the story back on track is into the inner story of the central character.  This is where the rapport is either happening or not happening.  That inner story is opened up and illuminated by the Need vs. Mode paradigm

-Waldo Salt recognized in his own life as well as in his characters, was how our mode of living – the way we go about getting things done in the world – is typically in opposition to what we really need learn about life on a universal, human level.  We get in our own way and louse ourselves up

-what does my character need to learn through this story, and how is he getting in his own way?

-every day when he sat down to work, with every new scene, he tried to ask a question that went into the heart of the conflict between how the characters behave and what they need to learn.  That was how he stayed on the spine of the story

-the character’s mode is basically what we see the character doing as the drama opens: his actions and attitudes.  We also refer to this as the character’s status quo, his starting position

-underlying these actions and attitudes are the values the character holds, his belief-system or worldview

-different modes reflect different values.  The values themselves are universals, and in that sense they are beyond the categories of right or wrong. But what may not be working is the way the main character identifies with the mode value

-when we identify with one value and believe that is who we are, some other value that is important gets lost

-characters must take action that reveals attitude

-behind attitudes is a value that both connects and conditions these attitudes

-what can we sense is missing from our character’s life, from their wholeness?  This is more subtle: how do you show what is missing” It is a paradox.  In fact, what is missing occupies a sort of negative space.  We cannot see it directly, but we get a felt-sense that something is not right

-we sense what the character needs because it is conspicuously absent.  What the character needs to learn about life turns out to be a value that is the inverse of the dominant value that informs their mode

-the two values form a pair of opposites: innocence/experience, control/passion, or distrust/friendship, for example.  These opposites play themselves out through the Day World/Night World dialectic of the Hero’s Journey

-this tension between what a character need to learn about life through the dramatic situation and how he gets in his own way is the tension between these two values.  This is the core conflict, the basis of the throughline that holds together plot, character, and theme

-the interplay of the opposing values through all of the dimensions of the story helps us understand the nature of dramatic conflict

-The dramatic conflict must be constructed so that:

1. A conflict of opposing values is constellated both in the hero and in his world

2. The conflict of values is embodied by real objects or characters in the world of the story

3. The hero cannot have both objects/values

4. In order to resolve the conflict, the hero must change the way he see himself

-at the “grow or die” point in the story – the catastrophe that ends Act II – the character will be forced, under great stress, to choose between these two opposing values.  At that point, it appears the hero is presented with an impossible set of alternatives.  But it is the internal conflict of values set up here at the opening of the movie, and not resolved until the climax, which creates the throughline of the character and the spine of the story

-this is the invisible thread that provides the electric current running through the heart of the story.  It determines the dramatic necessity of the story events and connects the drama to the hearts of the audience

-the Need vs. Mode model is tremendously useful while writing and editing our screenplays

-you find the spine of the story not on the level of the plot, but on the level of the universal conflict taking place within the main character.  Plot grows out of character; it is an expression of the character.  The universal need is something we can relate to, at least on a gut level of emphatic identification

-universal needs make up a simple hierarchy:

-a) survival b) human contact and warmth c) stable and secure personal boundaries d) unimpeded development e) recognition, justice, and self-expression f) growth, individuation, and self-actualization

-these universal needs, and the road to their attainment, lie at the heart of film stories

-we always have to provide an answer to that large question of hovering in the audience’s subconscious: why must this character have this specific adventure? 

-if we cannot answer this question, our screenplay will lack dramatic unity

-the melodrama is entirely driven by the main character’s fantasies of what will make her happy.  Her yearning for freedom constellates opposition in the closed world around her, generating the plot conflict

-the Need vs. Mode model points to a central paradox in human nature that forms the core and premise of drama.  Something inside us seems to act against what we believe are our best interests

-when we are forced to admit to behaviors that are self-destructive, dysfunctional, or merely counterproductive, we become dimly aware of a kind of shadowy nemesis inside ourselves.  Yet the same shadowy factor also pushes us into situations where, because of our own failings, we are forced to become more conscious

-we see that this shadow side of life is intrinsic to who we are, and constitutes the inner dimension of our struggles in life.  Carl Jung conceptualized this unconscious aspect of our personality, which seems to work against us, behind our backs, as the psychological

-it is one of the functions of stories to externalize this fundamental inner conflict, this existential split, so that we can see it

-Need vs. Mode: Drama is growth through crisis.  The main character’s Mode (survival mode), how they go about getting things done, is in opposition to what they need to learn on a universal level.  The universal Need is in the 

unconscious (in the subtext)

-we use the Need vs. Mode model to identify the core conflict of values that will be used to build the throughline, or spine, of the story

-the spine is the backbone, the track or path that leads you all the way through the screenplay, from page one to the end.  The throughline is what drives and focuses each scene

-in drama, the psychological shadow appears multi-dimensionally: as the flaw in the main character’s mode which will cause him to “blunder” into the adventure; as the Night World into which the story takes the character; and as the antagonist of the drama

-whenever something that belongs to the spirit of wholeness is excluded, it turns against us

-exclusion creates desire

-we find here a direct analogue to the Hero’s Journey.  The Need versus Mode model expresses on the level of personal psychological development what the Hero’s Journey expresses on the level of mythology.  Each model opens up insight into the other

-we build up a survival mode while suppressing or repressing other aspects of our wholeness.  The split-off and suppressed side is connected to unconscious needs for wholeness

-it is these experiences that we refer to as woundings.  Not only large and small traumas, but all experiences of limitation, create at the time, a momentary sense of wounding.  Woundings lead to constrictions of energy

-along with the limitation and channeling of our physical behavior comes a whole set of concomitant thoughts and attitudes.  An aspect of this, which becomes very important when creating and orchestrating our characters, has to do with the roles we play in our families.  Who were you in your family?

-we live these roles so completely at the time that we cannot come to believe that’s who we are in the rest of our lives as well.  The same is of course true of dramatic characters.  In the psychology of transactional analysis, all of these roles we take on in life are called scripts
-early splits, social adaptations, and family roles all go into making up a character’s survival mode.  They have made the character into who he is, or who he thinks he is, as the story opens.  They influence to a large extent the opening position the character will take when conflict erupts

-the character will react according to her status quo mode, because it is her dominant pattern, selected and reinforced over years.  And he will react from a position of restricted energy based on past wounds.  The main point of doing character biographies is to identify the character’s mode, because this is what is dramatically salient

-through all of the shaping events of life, some behaviors are positively selected and reinforced.  They become introjected, meaning we come to identify with those behaviors and roles.  And while this is happening, other behaviors are negatively selected, meaning we learn not to do them.  We dis-identify from those behaviors

-in the process, it can happen that some of our fundamental needs are pressed down into the “dark continent” of the unconscious.  This schism is the price of becoming conscious in the first part of life.  We become split into a light half and a dark half, a Day World and a Night World

-the role or script that the character is playing comprises the illusory “who I think I am” that will undergo trials, death, and rebirth through the Hero’s Journey

-at the extreme, some individuals who are very identified with their mode and very much in denial about their wounds may become neurotically obsessed with survival, even though they have their outer affluence.  We look at such people and remark on their lack of vitality, their lack of flexibility when facing life situations, their almost palpable inner poverty.  But we are all of us touched to some extent by a loss of vitality

-we have to grab on to things so we don’t lose them.  Our lives become full of festering resentments

-the ultimate teaching of this survival mode is that we can’t live because we have to survive

-unresolved wounds hold back our energy.  We constrict around the wound as a natural defense

-the fact is that we tend to constrict around a wound even after it is physically healed.  The constriction itself becomes a habit-pattern, part of “who I think I am”

-we hold on to a wound until it is released.  If we can release it right away, so much the better.  If for some reason we cannot process and let go of the wound when it happens – shame is one of the usual reasons for this – we will carry it until it is released.  Often this release is a background process, which happens completely unconsciously, and then one day we suddenly realize that we feel better.  Sometimes a deliberate process of recall, remembering, and release is needed for us to be able to move on

-in Buddhism, the term dukkha refers to the afflictions or suffering of life

-the survival mode can become an adaptation pattern that partly serves to keep us from being more integrated than the norms of the society would seem to allow

-thus the Hero’s Journeys that characters undertake begin by separating the hero from the status quo.  The hero is forced to enter the Night World where he never intended to go, but where the split-off energy must be found.  This is a journey to recover lost vitality and to integrate back into his life some part of what was split off by a wound.  The dynamic of that process is the invisible spine of the story

-part of the totality is unwanted, and we learn to repress it, while at the same time we learn a way of adaptation, a survival mode, that will lead us to be adequately nurtured and socially accepted

-in the process we lose our primary sense of wholeness and may spend our entire lives trying to recapture, reconstitute, or compensate for its loss

-movies, storytelling, art, and religious practice all play a role here.  Ethnologists have observed that one of the most important functions of ritual is to return the tribe to the “original time” before time, where the feeling of the primal wholeness can be re-experienced through the participation mystique of the rite

-theater and cinema are direct extensions of such rituals.  We use informal, secular rituals like going to the movies to subconsciously fulfill the same needs, to erase the sense of our fragmented smallness and touch again the vitality of wholeness.  It is of course not the primary wholeness of infancy this time, but a symbolic wholeness created through art

-conflict is inevitable in life.  Conflict in drama differs because drama, as a human creation, is a structure of meaning.  In its essence, drama is about growth through crisis
-dramatic conflict, while often appearing absurd at first sight, in reality fateful since it changes the lives and destinies of the characters.  Part of what we refer to as dramatic unity involves the secret correspondence between a character and his destiny, as this is gradually revealed to the audience

-in drama, the crisis occurs because the main character’s mode is inappropriate to the present situation.  Dramatic crisis forces growth because it precipitates a process of breakdown in the inappropriate mode

-yet even before the conflict reaches a crisis stage, the mode is already an accident waiting to happen, because it is one-sided and unbalanced.  The mode has become a relatively impermeable attitude toward life, well adapted to stable, status quo conditions, but unprepared for the new reality brought about by the Call to Adventure

-in effect, it is the basic tension between the main character’s tenacity in hanging onto his mode and its inevitable collapse that structures the conflict in the screenplay

-the antagonist may frame the context of the conflict, but the hero’s actions, her perceived range of choices, are in large part determined by her mode, and the mode values with which she identifies

-inappropriate mode is another way of speaking about the main character’s flaw, which is of course her humanness. 

-but the language of the Need vs. Mode model gives us a way of penetrating the character flaw, understanding it, and making its influence permeate both the plot and the theme of the movie

-when we see the main character’s mode is one-sided and that whatever has been excluded is always pressing from below to come up and be realized, we need not be surprised that it is the inappropriate mode of the main character that pulls or drives her into the dramatic situation

-the Japanese ideogram for “crisis” is a composite, made up of two basic characters: danger and opportunity

-the way we see the character’s inappropriate mode pull or drive her into the dramatic situation depends on whether the catalyst/call gets the plot moving in an inner call, an outer call, or a blunder

-we in the audience come to see – before the character does – that there is an accident waiting to happen.  This is the first big piece of subtext that we give to the audience

-the fact is that the character’s mode makes fulfillment of a universal need impossible.  Its very success as a one-sided adaptation to life implies that the value which is the complementary opposite has been successfully excluded

-the dramatic catalyst shakes up the status quo and re-awakens long-buried needs. This is what makes the dramatic conflict inevitable

-we do very often see some irony in the juxtaposition of the main character’s unrecognized need with the action that comes out of his mode

-notice that both values of each pair of opposites are presented as the move begins: the mode in the text and the need in the subtext

-because the pattern of woundings or conditionings that precipitated the mode is unconscious, crisis becomes the necessary agent of change

-the outer plot conflict reflects these inner forces in conflict.  It is important in this context to reemphasize that the mode can be inappropriate even when superficially the character is dominant and appears to have it all – in fact, especially then.  The more sure we are of ourselves, the bigger our blind spot is

-neither individuals nor societies become more integrated without facing their blind spots.  From a process point of

view, it is exactly the mode’s inappropriateness that makes it a vehicle for growth and change

-the mode is inappropriate because an old way of thinking and responding to the world, which helped the character to survive in some past time, has been carried over into the present, where it no longer fits.  This is known as “transference”: a pattern, usually originating in childhood, has been transferred into the adulthood.  The entire pattern is then projected unconsciously onto current situations

-this is naturally most true for those patterns that are most deeply ingrained, those we call the mother and father complexes.  When we bring this insight together with the Hero’s Journey, we discover that when the hero enters the state of duality caused by the Call to Adventure, caught in the paradox of desire and fear, he tends to regress.  The old pattern laid down in childhood takes over as a “default mode.”  As stress increases on the character, he finds himself looking at the situation through the eyes of the wounded child

-then, after crossing the threshold into the Night World, the sense of regression becomes ever more intense.  The main character’s mode breaks down because ultimately it is built on something unsolid left over from childhood

-it is for this reason that we refer to the catastrophe that ends Act II of the screenplay (the Night of the Soul) as the “grow or die” moment for the character.  The old pattern must die if the person is to grow

-this goes right to the heart of the problem, because as we define the mode and need of the hero, we are simultaneously contextualizing the theme of the movie, what the audience will take out of the theater with them

-with every scene we write, we discover something new about the characters.  Our views on them change

-it is through this process that the main character’s blind spot, what he cannot see because of his own one-sidedness, hooks into a blind spot of our own as writers.  The hero’s issue starts to resonate with unresolved conflicts in ourselves

-nailing the main character’s mode is a place where generating questions in story development takes a central role

-some questions that help focus the need/mode conflict include the following.  They anchor us in the here-and-now status quo of the hero’s life: actions that reveal attitudes, clustered around a core value

-what forces are already in motion when the story begins?

-what is out of balance in the world of the story as it begins?

-how does the protagonist represent or reflect what is out of balance in the world of the story?

-how does the main character feel about his place in the social world of the story?  Is he the insider, the outsider, the observer?

-what, in the simplest terms that we can observe, is the character’s mode?  What do we see the character doing as the story opens?  Look for actions that reveal attitudes.

-what is the specific action or behavior of the character at the opening which exhibits an exaggeration or inhibition?

-what is the event that catalyses the story (the hero’s Call to Adventure)?  How does the catalyst specify the hero’s mode and precipitate an outer plot goal?

-how does the catalyst act as a reawakening of a backstory wound?

-how does the character feel before and after the catalyst/call sequence?  What has changed? 

-what is the felt-sense of the value animating the mode?

-some of these questions are objective: they help us objectify the hero’s mode through specific action and identify how the dramatic catalyst operates to initiate a process of change.  Some of the questions are subjective: they focus on our own position as the screenwriter, how we feel about the situation and what it means to us

-it is typically in the inappropriate mode of the main character that the story comes closest to our own lives

-in drama, a character’s unconscious or unacknowledged need is simultaneously masked and pointed to by their mode.  The need/mode creates the tension in the story

-the Need vs. Mode model identifies the underlying tension that drives the story from within.  But this tension in itself is not visible to the audience.  It must be externalized before it can become real

-there are three steps in this process of externalizing the underlying thematic tensions in story development.

-the first step is to identify a value with the mode and portray that value by way of actions that reveal attitudes.  The need value – the inverse or opposite of the mode value – is implicitly laid in the subtext because it is conspicuously absent

-the second step is to find the significant object in the character’s world that embodies or stands for the mode value and another object that embodies or stands for the unconscious need that is the opposite (i.e. other characters)

-the third step in the process is to put the hero in a double bind where she must choose one of those objects, but cannot have both

-we don’t need to be taken inside the character’s head in order to get the point.  It is all directly externalized through the dramatic action

-by the end of Act I of the screenplay, the opposition between the mode value and the need value has been constellated in the outer plot conflict.  From this point onward, the entire construction of Act II will force the main character into a corner where she must choose between the object embodying the mode value and the one embodying the need value.  By the choice she makes, she is choosing a life-path, a destiny

-there is of course an outer plot, but the meaning of the plot – what it means to the hero and thus to the audience – is charted by the shift in the main character’s allegiance between the mode and need values

-the Need versus Mode model is central to establishing the audience’s subtext.  In a sense, the subtext is the “real” story for establishing the audience, because it is the source of the audience’s active involvement in the movie

-the subtext is the subliminal inner dialogue the audience directs at the screen.  Without this inner involvement, watching a movie would be reduced to a dull, passive series of reactions.  

-the audience is more than willing to collaborate in this underground relationship with the movie.  The point is to orchestrate and lead the audience so that, through the interaction of subtext and text (the events happening on the screen), the audience receives the dramatic and thematic riches you have to offer

-the subtext of what is missing or lacking is established at the opening of the movie by clearly establishing the hero’s one-sided mode

-it is standard wisdom for screenwriters that we must nail the main characters the first time she comes onscreen

-it means that when we introduce the character, we focus on actions that reveal attitudes, the attitudes that define the core mode value

-it is not enough to merely tell the audience about the character and expect them to get it.  It really is necessary to focus the opening action so that the mode is clearly defined

-if we hear a character tell us what they need in Act I, we can be sure they are fooling themselves – or it is bad writing.  As we said, by nailing the main character’s mode we are already laying the universal need in the subtext by its conspicuous absence

-in this way, the need is virtually present, implicitly present.  It is present in the hero’s unconscious, and is represented to the audience via the subtext

-we want to keep the hero’s need in the subtext until the time is ripe to bring it forward, at the moment when it is a question of “grow or die,” at the end of Act II.  So hero’s universal need remains unconscious (in the subtext) all through Act I and Act II.  Only as the survival mode breaks down and collapses under conflict is its hold loosened enough that the “stone that the builder refused” (the unconscious need) is allowed to return home and find a place of honor

-the need/mode dynamics bring up a crucial point for story development: establishing the main character’s plot goal

-the plot goal grows out of the character’s mode, their “who I think I am.”  The plot goal is a specification of the mode.  It focuses the attitudes and core values of the mode onto a throughline action directed toward an object

-in all these cases, the achievement of the plot goal in its original form would simply reinforce and solidify the core mode value that is already dominant.  The character might “get” something, but he would not grow

-since the need value is the complementary opposite of the mode value, the plot goal as originally perceived by the character cannot by definition be what she really needs to learn about life.  The character does not know what she really needs.  It is unconscious

-this is simply the perspective the character has before they have started on the journey.  But the meaning that comes out of it, the initiation, will be the product of the journey itself.  The plot goal, as the hero perceives it Act I, is really the pretext for the journey, the catalyst, strictly speaking.  Along the way, the plot goal may itself be transformed, along with the hero, by deepening conflict.  This leads in the end to a new relationship to the plot goal

-in fact, if we consider that the plot goal is not something objective and fixed, but is a subjective product of the hero’s value system, we realize that the plot goal is co-evolving with the character.  Characters and plot goals tend to develop in one of three directions:

1) It may be that the hero gets what he wants, but in a different way then he had planned

2) It may also turn out that the hero must renounce the original goal as the deeper unconscious need surfaces.  In these cases the actual decision or choice between the two objects is the central action at the climax.  A further possibility is that realization of the inner need renders the original plot goal incidental, devalued in relation to a new value.  This may be a transitional step toward ultimately renouncing the exclusive control of the mode value that propelled the goal

3) The character may attain the original plot goal, and in the way imagined according to the mode, but the result is tragic.  Contemporary tragedy is not about the death of Kings.  It charts the psychological and ethical death that accompanies attachment to a fixed concept of “who I think I am”

-in this context, the inner need/mode tension in the main character is expressed as a tension between the character’s core virtue and her blind spot.  What the hero needs to learn about life is focused specifically on what she needs to discover to solve the case and not get killed.  Usually the two are related: seeing the blind spot will require some degree of character change.  It drives the plot from within, because the hero must see her own blind spot or weakness that either prevents her from getting the key clue or makes her fatally too weak to confront the antagonist

-all movies invite the audience to project themselves onto the hero.  In character drama, that projective identification takes the audience into transformation: the breakdown of the mode and the breakthrough of a need that leads to greater integrity

-in stereotypical action stories, the projective identification of the audience is used to create a bond of participation mystique with the hero.  We are meant to identify directly with the hero in the primitive way we identify with sports heroes and movie stars, which is to say we unconsciously live through such larger-than-life figures

-the distance required for objectivity and reflection – and thus empathy – is removed.  Many people experience this temporary lowering of consciousness as pleasurable, because it is a state of grandiosity.  It is what is meant by the term “escapism”

-along with pure action movies, broad farces, spoofs, and satires may also, for their different reasons, feature main characters who show minimal change

-establishing the throughline subtext is equally as important to the screenplay as establishing the outer plot throughline.  Only together, through their mutual influence, is a dramatic whole, a dramatic unity, created

-the character cannot speak of it directly, thus there are several places to look for the indirect expression of this unconscious need.  One of the most important is body language, or dissonance between what a character says and how he behaves

-another is comprised of the character’s mental lapses, slips of tongue, and other small blunders.  Taken together, we could say that these are places where we can feel an energy charge in the character that manifests itself through tension or inhibition.  These behaviors point indirectly to stuck places, constrictions around old wounds

-you want to portray the character so that the actor can feel what is inside the character and, in collaboration with the director, find the behavior to bring it to life.  We want the quality of the character’s actions to present a subtle marker for the audience, so that they engage in the subliminal dialogue

-verbal slips and stuck places are very natural means for making the character more three-dimensional and alive, and pointing to the unconscious need at the same time

-mode is to the need as the text of the scene is to the subtext.  The mode creates the text of the scene, what the scene is about on the surface, what the characters say they want, and what they do to get what they want

-the need/mode conflict gives a character three-dimensionality because it sets up a foreground and a background to the character.  It creates a sense of perspective that has a dynamic impact on the audience

-even though the need is unconscious for the character and invisible to the audience, it is still driving the action

-when the universal need is revealed to the audience in Act III, and is either embraced by the hero who has gone through a transformation or is rejected by a tragic hero unable to change, the audience gets an “Aha!” experience.  If the mode and need are set up as a true pair of dialectical opposites, the revelation of the need conveys a sense of inevitability that can touch an audience very deeply

-even the structure of individual scenes pushes through conflict toward incremental character change within the scene

-we can chart the change in the main character by means of a simple character arc.  The shape of the character arc follows that of Aristotle’s Plot Curve of tension and release

-a relationship arc is also constructed for the primary relationship in the movie

-when writing a screenplay, we can visualize where the character is at the opening by the way we use actions to define the status quo mode.  We may also have an image of where she is at after the climax

-the opening and closing images of a script should tell us how much transformation the writer has asserted.  We can then ask if this degree of change will work with the type of story (idiom and genre) we are telling

-the mode hangs on for dear life!  So, beneath the simple curve of the character arc there is a deeper dynamic going on: the Call to Adventure catalyses the need/mode tension by awakening desire and fear.  Then the Threshold Crisis that ends Act I reveals the flaw in the mode and starts it breaking down.  The mode now begins to have negative consequences for the hero.  But we can expect the hero to use every means possible to defend the mode and keep it going.  It is one of the paradoxes of psychological growth that the tenacity of our resistance actually pushes the conflict to deeper and deeper levels

-there are in fact four more or less distinct phases to the deepening conflict:

1) From the dramatic catalyst to the end of Act I, the conflict appears to be external, above an issue external to the hero.  The hero has a fantasy of being able to overcome the conflict without himself being changed

2) Crossing the threshold into Act II, the Night World, up to the core crises at the middle of Act II, deeper conflicts become implicated. These are first of all emotional conflicts of allegiance

3) From the core crisis, termed the “midpoint” by some writers, to the end of Act II, the deepest, existential level of the conflict begins to emerge.  This is the core conflict of values attached to the mode and need.  It is the fundamental question of “Who am I?” in the context of the hero’s character

4) The internal tension between the mode and need finally breaks as the hero is forced to choose between the object connected to the mode and the object connected to the need

-the added levels of conflict as the problem burrows deeper into the personality go far toward explaining that great mystery for screenwriters: what keeps the dramatic intensity rising throughout Act II?  The outer plot development by itself is often not enough to bring the hero to a point of “grow or die”

-on virtually a sequence-by-sequence basis, outer plot conflict and need/mode conflict work together to raise the dramatic stakes in the phases described above.  This deepening conflict corresponds directly to the Descent of the Hero’s Journey

-as we write, it is inevitable that we project our own unconscious “stuff” onto the story.  There is especially a tendency to identify ourselves with the hero.  Here we face another paradox, because we cannot write this character effectively and authentically unless we do “fall” for the character.  Only by falling make such an intimate bond with the character that we experience her feelings as our own.  But we also cannot do this without at the same time losing our objectivity

-the character is fictional, but the relationship is real!  All those hours sitting at the computer constitute a similar psychological/emotional investment to that of any interpersonal relationship

-our own ideas, feelings, perspectives, and unconscious convictions about life, growth, freedom, good and evil – in short, our basic level of consciousness – all impact how we structure our characters and set them free to liver their story

-dramatic writing can indeed broaden our perspectives and understanding of human nature, but there is always the hazard that we will sink to a lower level of consciousness through identifying with our hero

-everyone has encountered fledging screenwriters whose main characters are transparent idealizations of themselves

-there is of course the inverse possibility as well: the writer makes a negative identification with the character and projects on to him all of the shame, maladroit weaknesses, and victim mentality he does not want to carry himself

-it is helpful to us to have some concepts whereby we can objectify the character enough so that we can keep a personal boundary with the character

-a good place to start is to look at universal needs in relationship to life stages

-our characters, the ones we tend to identify with, also tend to twist around our sense of values as writers

-the entire thrust of modern advertising is not to sell a product, but to sell a universal value.  The product is simply identified with the value

-finding the single compelling pair of opposing values identifies the inner split and creates a compelling character change.  Seeing this further in the context of life stages helps us gain some objectivity about our hero and step back from our projective identifications with him.  There are identifiable levels of human development, and a person’s entire sense of reality is transformed at each level.  Each level carries its own perspective and life issue to be dealt with

-each of these chakra represents a nexus of attitudes toward life, sets of values, and thus modes.  Each chakra suggests “personas” that might inhabit the world of that chakra level

-we can see film stories that some characters are clearly at a higher level of internal growth and complexity than others; they are more mature

-the idea that there is an innate evolutionary drive toward self-actualization and wholeness as suggested by paradigms like Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and the chakra system, the sense that we can pass through life-stages which have their unique challenges, and the archetypal perspective that individuals tend to relate more closely to one archetype and thus can be associated with a particular archetypal identity

-Pearson’s model is constructed around twelve archetypes, which are paired according to six life-stages, starting with childhood and ending with maturity and old age.  Each developmental pair of archetypal identities shows a contrasting response toward a fundamental problem or universal need

-Security: Innocent vs. Orphan – Identity: Seeker vs. Lover – Responsibility: Warrior vs. Caregiver

-Authenticity: Destroyer vs. Creator – Power: Magician vs. Ruler – Freedom: Sage vs. Fool

-we carry all of these archetypes inside us in potential, but at different point in life or under changing circumstances we may identify more with one or another

-each archetype, according the Pearson, has its own shadow-side, its own dragon, and its own virtue

-the fundamental problems of security, identity, responsibility, and so on are universals we struggle with all our lives.  Nevertheless, there is a definite sense of stages which emerge

-in Pearson’s analysis, our childhood experience tends to constellate one of two archetypal responses around the issue of security.  We could typify them as either “Life is fun and can be trusted” (Innocent) or “Life is dangerous and I am abandoned” (Orphan)

-in adolescence, we may tend to define our identity either in relation to others (Lover) or as distinct from others (Seeker). Our way of taking responsibility may emphasize overcoming (Warrior) or cooperating and harmonizing (Caregiver)

-these archetypal pairings help us step outside our own personal system and look at character development more objectively

-how we relate to our characters, whether we like them or not, whether we overidentify with them or disidentify from them, has a lot to do with how each character’s archetypal identity interacts with our own archetypal identifications

-Awakening the Hero within outlines the pattern of behavior we can, in general, expect to see from the character: the typical goal (plot goal), fear (backstory wound), dragon (response to the threshold guardian), response to task (what the character needs to learn) and gift/virtue (boon at the end of the journey)

-a character’s archetypal identity is not necessarily the same as her personality or the role she plays on a plot level

-in genre-based stories, most comedies, and other stories where the main character goes through a minor degree of change, the hero’s action may remain within the same archetypal identity.  In stories with greater character change, we may see the hero undergo an important life-passage from one stage to another

-after the climax, we may see the hero enter the problem-field that belongs to the new stage, or change attitudes as a result of going on a hero’s quest

-to the extent that we identify ourselves and our ego-values with the hero, we tend to project the inverse of those values onto the antagonist

-the antagonist, the adversary who sets himself against the hero and blocks the path of her desire and goals, inevitably introduces the element of evil into the story – and without evil there could hardly be a drama

-the Night World into which the hero must venture indicates that part of the Hero’s Journey has to do with confronting the experience of evil and coming to some understanding of the nature of evil and its place in the larger wholeness

-a potent hero who touches us deeply, whose struggles resonate with our own, and who is capable of capturing the imagination of the public, has a personal encounter with evil that reflects the larger evils society itself must confront.  His encounter with evil leads to greater consciousness for the character and the audience

-this confrontation with the shadow side of life leads to discovering that evil does not exist in the antagonist alone, but within us as well

-“the shadow personality can be thought of as the unlived life.”  Each of us develops a survival mode in life, which excludes what we have repressed as being intolerable or unacceptable.  The excluded comprises our unlived life

-those traits and ways of being which are rejected from our social persona fall out of conscious awareness, but they do not go away.  They make up our shadow.  And because we have an innate drive toward fulfillment and wholeness, there is a drive on the part of the unlived life to express itself

-projection refers to the judgments and impressions we make about other people that come from unconscious aspects of ourselves we have unintentionally superimposed on them.  What I can’t admit about myself, I discover in someone else.  Over the course of human history, evil has been projected onto the enemy

-in our struggles with them, we are doing God’s bidding, while they are the servants of the devil or the pawns of an evil empire

-as the antagonist carries our shadow projections, he becomes a dark mirror reflecting back to us what we have trouble admitting in ourselves.  Through the hero-antagonist encounter, the hero may recover his unlived life

-in movies, the antagonist is a dark mirror for the protagonist.  He reflects back the shadow side or the unlived life.  In a well-orchestrated drama we feel strong resonance between protagonist and antagonist

-the hero’s own character flaw appears magnified in the antagonist.  The evil of the antagonist is normally present in the hero in seed form, like an incubating virus

-the antagonist in drama may force the hero on the path of growth through crisis, but he also embodies who the hero might become if he does not change.  Hero and antagonist often have the same proficiencies, equal cunning, and equal determination, but with opposite moral accents.  We understand that they are two halves of one whole, and are thus necessary to each other

-even before the antagonist appears onscreen, the flaw in the main character’s mode, the split off and unlived life in the character, creates a sort of vacuum that draws conflict to them.  The antagonist is going to fit that vacuum perfectly

-because of this inner correspondence, the reaction from the antagonist at the Threshold Crisis (end of Act I) breaks the status quo of the main character.  This helps us understand how the crisis can be at once an outer and an inner event, and how the protagonist’s mode breaks down under the stresses of the outer dramatic conflict while it is unraveling from within.  The antagonist is strong exactly where the protagonist is weak, and seems able to exploit that weakness as we go into Act II

-it is typical in love stories, that the love interest first appears antagonistically in Act I.  To the extent that the love relationship challenges or breaks down the hero’s mode, it is natural that the hero will react as though threatened.  In fact, he is threatened – by change

-the epitome of the antagonist as dark mirror is the arch-nemesis or arch-competitor

-the hero becomes chained to the cause-and-effect momentum of the antagonist and normally has to change the way he sees things.  The mirroring effect is characteristic of the shadow and its influence on our lives.  The shadow, as an element of our unconscious, knows our hidden impulses and desires before we become conscious of them ourselves

-the antagonist as dark mirror is the tester and initiator of the protagonist in Act II.  He sets the limits of the conflict, how far the tension can rise, and thus where the catastrophe that ends Act II will occur.  One of the necessary elements in the dramatic setup is the moment where we see the antagonist establish the plot stakes of the drama.  What is the antagonist willing to do to get what he wants?

-by setting the outer limits of the conflict, the antagonist also sets the tone of the movie in terms of how dark the drama, or the comedy, will become.  When the hero and the antagonist are not in the same tonal range, we have an uneasy sense that they don’t belong in the same movie.  Then they fail to act as mirrors.  As a result, the story may seem to be caught uncomfortably between two genres and lose its dramatic unity

-in Act III, from the catastrophe to the climax, we say that the successful hero breaks the mirror.  This is central to the hero’s Initiation.  When the Night of the Soul moment finally breaks down the main character’s mode, he has a chance to realize the pattern of transference that has conditioned and limited his behavior.  As the unconscious need becomes realized, there is a union of opposites within the character.  Through this combination of effects he is able to see the outer situation more clearly

-only when people are tested in the fire of life, so that what is weak within them is purged away and only the strong elements remain,” that individuation takes place

-our mode can ultimately be said to be our identification with something that is weak in ourselves, that which holds us back from life and wholeness.  If that is true, then our very mode – our comfort zone, our complacency and false security, our concern not to have our views or schedules upset – is the seed of evil we carry within ourselves

-if we choose to remain unconscious of it, it may ultimately manifest itself as an antagonist that bedevils our outer lives.  To the extent that our survival mode, whatever it might be, has become a reflex, a habit pattern, a defense against growth, the best training as Montaigne observed would be to “unlearn our evil”

-we have seen that a play of opposites acts itself out on multiple levels through the drama.  It is this play of opposing values, whether defined as mode and need or personified through the hero and the antagonist, that pulls all the events of the screenplay together to achieve a dramatic and thematic whole

-it is not a lateral choice but a dynamic choice, based on the structure of the dialectic:

Thesis – Antithesis – Synthesis

-in fact the three acts of screenplay can be identified with the three phases of this dialectic:

Act I: Establishing/Day World/Mode Established = Thesis

Act II: Rising Action/Night World/Mode Breaks Down = Antithesis

Act III: Resolution/Return/Need-Mode Reconciliation = Synthesis

-what we expect to see at the climax and resolution of a story in which the character goes through some transformation is not only that the hero comes to realize and act on the unconscious need.  It is equally that this choice a the climax is being made at a more conscious and integrated level.  Synthesis of the opposites leads to greater wholeness.  This means that, ideally, the hero is not just flipping from one side to the other.  Such flipping 

between opposites can appear dramatic, but it is not growth

-the real evidence of character growth is in how far the character is able to reconcile the opposites.  That is, to recognize and stand up for the value of the universal need that had previously been unconscious, while not disowning the mode value

-how we see the main character move to a new place where a reconciling choice is possible is one of the central ways in which we deliver the theme of the movie to the audience.  The hero goes on the journey and experiences an initiation, a new birth.  What is born in the hero, the boon, we could rightly term a symbol.  Something new is alive in the person, and it is this new thing that permits the synthesis or reconciliation of the opposites on a higher level

-the movie itself is acting as such a uniting symbol for the audience

-as opposites never unite at their own level, a supraordinate ‘third’ is always required, in which the two parts can come together.  The movie itself is the ‘third’ that resolves the need/mode tension of opposites for those watching the movie

-memory is closely related with creativity, and it all has to do with patterns, “patterns that connect”

-people with phenomenal memory power rehearse their memories and keep them present and vivid.  They fit memories into patterns, categories, and mental maps.  New experience is seen in the rich context of these larger patterns.  A related aspect in people with extraordinary memories is that they remember with multiple senses

-triggering one memory, it turns out, also triggers a bank of associated memories.  The object of this game is to activate large banks of memories with a few triggers

-storytelling is a kind of transaction in which both parties are necessary, the listener as much as the teller.  Active listening is a skill closely related to empathy.  It means consciously giving your full attention, focus, and feeling presence to the speaker

-memories, even simple ones, are complexes of associations, not all of which can possibly be made conscious

-for screenwriters, the importance of keeping our memory function sharp lies not in the memories as individual “facts” or “snapshots” but in the patterns of meaning into which our creative intuition has already woven them.  When you bring your grandmother’s ring or Thanksgiving turkey recipe into a story you are writing, you are not transferring a single piece of data but an entire constellation of associations into a new context

The Story Molecule

-the Story Molecule will show us how to move the story energy between the plot dimension and the character dimension.  The Story Molecule brings plot and character together into dramatic unity

-when he is developing his story, he lays out all of his characters on a piece of paper, with the main character in the center, and then he draws lines of connection out from the main character

-who is the main character connected to in his world and what kind of connection is it?  Sayles then draws all the lines of connection among the other characters as well: the antagonist, the primary relationship or love interest, the secondary characters, and so on.  This gives us a character web for the world of the story

-we immediately see relationships via the lines of connection.  Some characters are deeply embedded, surrounded by connections, and so woven into the fabric of the story’s life that everything that happens will impact them.  Other characters are on the outside, semi-isolated

-we are invited to see the situation from each character’s point of view.  Some character webs are thick and complex; some are thin.  But each one is unique.  It is a picture of a social context, and already suggests the interpersonal dynamics that will play out through drama – and why

-this is visual thinking.  It is qualitatively more complex than making lists of character functions and assigning roles.  It begins to give us a feel for the texture of the story.  It is imaginative and playfully engaging

-with the hero’s inner need/mode tension in the center of the character web, we could see three levels of dramatic conflict appear.  Dramatic storytelling became three-dimensional

-from the storytelling perspective, stories are energy, patterned energy.  The story moves energy from the storyteller to the audience through a dynamic wave of tension and release

-these rings are not static, they are not objects.  They are conduits of energy, ultimately between the movie and the audience

-through action and reaction, opposing motives and desires, cause and effect, energy is constantly circulating within through the story.  This is what is termed a “paradigm shift”

-when the main character acts, the impact radiates through the world of the story.  It is like throwing a stone into a pond.  The wave radiates out in all directions.  Who does the wave of the hero’s action touch first?  Those closet to him

-when the antagonist reacts, that reaction radiates back in on the hero.  The character web is the medium through 

which this energy has to pass

-we refer to this as the emotional network, because it is really the emotional stakes present in those relationships that are dramatically important for us

-every important relationship carries feelings, projections, and values.  Each character in the drama, as a person, has invested in relationships, and what he or she has invested tells us what is at the core of his or her motivations

-it is the relationships in that emotional network which make the inner life and inner conflicts of the main character visible to us

-the emotional network moves the energy from the outer plot level in to impact the inner life of the hero, and from the inner back to the outer plot again.  Thus the Story Molecule model is pictured as a molecule with three zones, like rings of Saturn: the inner conflict of the main character, the emotional network of the character web, and the outer plot

-The Story Molecule: The Three dimensions of drama

-transformation is marked by an inner change in self-perception which goes out through the emotional network to the external story.  Response comes from the antagonist, builds dramatic intensity.  Energy circulates throughout the molecule via cause and effect.  The primary relationship (love interest) pushes the hero toward a deep change of values

-the inner ring is the nucleus of the Story Molecule.  Because the need/mode tension is the driving force within the main character, it forms the core of this nucleus.  The need/mode tension is the core of the entire drama, and the Need vs. Mode model restates in terms of individual character psychology the archetypal insights of the Hero’s Journey

-the middle ring, the emotional network, is the social context in which conflicts are played out.  It is the place where values are reflected in personal and emotional terms

-the outer ring signifies the outer plot level of the story.  It is where motives and values in conflict are expressed as action toward a plot goal.  The outer ring could also be pictured as the larger objective world of the story beyond the immediate network of the characters.  It is the relevant world as defined by the story: the world of meaning

-thus, each of these story development models is implicated in the others; they form a whole larger than the sum of its parts.  Conflict – dramatic energy – is constantly moving through the Story Molecule

-the Story Molecule itself moves through time: the time of the narrative.  We use the Story Molecule as a lens to view this movement in three dimensions.  It allows us to open up any moment in the screenplay and understand what is going on at each level

-the energy, the power, is shifting moment by moment in the scene, yet these shifts within a single scene have implications for the larger story.  The decisions characters make – large or small, conscious or unconscious – will resonate on each level of the Story Molecule

-the everyday problem facing screenwriters is the dual challenge of giving us life to the characters while keeping the story momentum building

-the answer is found in our own process as writers, and it has to do with our ability to write with these three levels of story in mind.  It is a constant weaving together of the consequences of these three dramatic levels, using the conflicts in each to enhance the others

-the Story Molecule is a powerful tool we use to look into and adjust the balance between plot and character, as well as between text and subtext

-the Story Molecule demonstrates that a story is not a line, it is a three-dimensional whole moving through time.  And it is alive

-there are three throughlines of dramatic development, one for each level of the Story Molecule.  There are thus three throughline dramatic questions: an outer plot question, an emotional network question, and an inner need/mode question.  All three questions reflect the theme of the movie as well as each other

-as these three throughline questions are answered at the climax, and a theme emerges which is rich and complex, not merely a simplistic “moral.”  This is because the three rings of the Story Molecule are interacting, interweaving like strands of rope, and are bound together in our destiny

-the Story Molecule paradigm shows us how the transformational energy of the drama moves out through the world of the story.  This harks back to one of those very simple core ideas: energy radiates outward

-in the process of personal transformation, a change in the way I see myself leads to a change in my behavior, and a change in my behavior leads to a change in my relationships.  The partners in those relationships incorporate the change, and the impulse flows outward from there

-we observe this transformational energy happening on all three levels of the story at once:  the inner Need vs.

Mode conflict of the main character, the primary and secondary relationships of the story, and the outer plot

-these three lines of development comprise what we call the three substories of the screenplay.  Substory is not to be confused with subplot.  Substory refers to the dramatic throughline of each level of the Story Molecule, while subplots are secondary plots or plots connected to secondary characters

-the inner line will determine the answer to the other two questions.  All three questions are “paid off” at the climax

-the outer plot questions grows of the character’s mode.  The emotional network question points toward her unconscious need.  The conflict between the two lines externalizes the character’s deep inner conflicts so that we can see it.  This turns out to be the typical way the dynamic works

-subplots contribute secondarily to the screenplay; the three substories form the core of the screenplay.  As the three substories interweave, they form the spine of the story.  Together they ensure the dramatic unity of the movie

-scene by scene, it helps us build the rhythm of advancing plot and revealing character that makes exposition “invisible” and does not slow down the plot momentum

-the Need vs. Mode model forms the core nucleus of the Story Molecule.  While every character’s actions ripple out into the world of the story, ultimately it is the need/mode tension in the hero that becomes externalized as the driving tension of the plot

-plot events are breaking down the character’s mode, and the character’s increased vulnerability is raising dramatic stakes on the plot level

-a number of factors impact the plot/character balance, but the most important is the degree of transformation or dramatic change in your main character

-every character you create will carry a need/mode conflict; that is simply a universal human condition

-the choice of main character determines some major aspects of the entire story.  These include”

-The dramatic trajectory of the story.  The point of view of the storytelling. The idiom, genre, and tone of the movie

-therefore, if we have the wrong main character or have not orchestrated our main character correctly, not only will the plot have problems, but we will expect to see problems in these aspects as well

-in a feature film, the main character is the locus where dramatic unity originates, the unity of character, plot, and theme.   The hero of the film has to be strong enough to hold the audience’s attention and complex enough, with enough internal tension, to generate the three throughline questions.  Those questions build one overarching wave of tension rising to a climax – and release

-the main character is the character whose actions determines the trajectory of the story.  Dramatic trajectory means both where the story goes and how steeply the dramatic intensity of the plot rises

-where the story goes – what kind of Night World it enters and how deeply into that Night World it travels – is connected to the main character’s unconscious need, or her blind spot in the case of a thriller.  In character-driven stories, the Night World is directly expressive of the hero’s unlived life

-in thriller, horror, and some action subgenres, the Night World expresses more the audience’s collective anxiety and shadow.  The genre hero faces the evil as the audience’s proxy.  Therefore, the emphasis is not so much on discovering a disowned part of the self, but on finding the inner courage and virtue to overcome evil

-how fast the plot develops depends on the main character as well: his temperament, training, challenges, and motivation.  Comedies often have a relatively long setup and slow plot development in Act I because comic heroes are usually reluctant heroes.  When the Call to Adventure comes they would rather stay in bed, and must be called again.  This gives a special rhythm to the setup of comedies

-heroes who are ready to react quickly and move into action quickly can support a high dramatic trajectory, a fast pace from the opening.  The action is already present in the character’s temperament

-because the main character participates in both the Day World and the Night World of the story, he becomes the pivot around which this world turns, the bridge between two worlds

-positioning the main character to have this decisive impact on the dramatic trajectory via the secondary characters is important in setting up the story

-by determining the trajectory of the story and generating the major dramatic questions, the main character dictates the theme, the dramatic situation, the POV, the genre, the idiom, the pace, and the tone of the film

-the point of attach refers directly back to the Hero’s Journey.  A movie story begins when the main character is ready to receive a Call to Adventure.  This does not mean that we see the call in the first scene.  We rarely do

-but remembering that the call can come as a self-proclaimed inner call, an outer assignment, or a blunder, we want to come into the story when the character is ready for change

-we are looking for this change from a deep, soul level

-the character himself, meaning the conscious personality, is neither prepared for nor agreeing to the change that is

about to happen.  As we open the story, we are ahead of the character because we know that change is about to erupt and destroy the old status quo.  Part of our job as writers is to foreshadow this for the audience by the way we set the opening tone

-the movie sets the stage for the call, which appears as the dramatic catalyst of the drama.  The setup that proceeds the call to change may be brief and shocking or slow and lingering

-as the Chinese wisdom of the Tao suggests, it is when the light is reaching its maximum that the darkness is already creeping in.  In his self-satisfaction, our character is unsuspecting, and thus vulnerable

-selecting the point of attack is simultaneously a question of determining the relationship of the present-time story to the backstory.  The backstory is all that has happened to the main character before the movie opens

-the time frame of the story as it appears on the screen inevitably makes references to a large time frame of events. Everything that happens prior to the point of attack is compressed into the backstory

-orchestrating the backstory is one of the biggest challenges in writing Act I of a screenplay.  Naturally it has a major impact on the dramatic trajectory

-back in the character’s past is the formative pattern of his need/mode split.  And in his more recent past is typically an event, trauma, which has in effect “frozen” the split so that it cannot be resolved without some new journey of breakdown and breakthrough.  This more recent trauma is called the backstory wound

-sometimes the backstory wound has happened just prior to the point of attack; sometimes it happened some years earlier.  The key question is whether a specific backstory wound has a determining influence on the main character’s status quo attitude, on his mode, as we come into the story

-it is not always necessary to have a specific backstory wound, and the back story wound does not necessarily need to be exposed in a “revelation” scene.  We need rather to ask how best to handle the backstory wound and point of attack in our screenplay

-a specific backstory wound is not necessary in setting up your character, but may help in determining the point of attack, because either the story’s establishing incident or catalyst will raise the specter of the old wound.  We want at the very least to have a subtextual feeling that the character has another side we have not seen

-what is necessary is to nail the main character’s need/mode split, and the paradox that that entails, the first time we see her.  Further, is important that the split in the character points beyond itself to a flaw in the status quo of the world defined by the story.  Otherwise the wound will lack thematic relevance and may appear trivial

-as writing is a process, we don’t always know the point of attack for the story when we begin writing

-sometimes we must write an entire draft, a “throwaway draft,” describing the character and her family and her world until we feel we know her, just to get a handle on exactly where the story should begin.  We may be a hundred pages into such an exploration before we find the point of attack where the character is ready to act.  That’s fine.  It’s part of the process

-here we definitely want to lift from our shoulders the moral compulsion to get it right on the first draft.  But when we arrive at the that point on page 100, where the hero is finally ready to change, we take that long, long setup and compress it into the backstory.  Then we find ways to bring out backstory as we go along.  There is a certain rhythm to delivering this backstory exposition.  It comes best at specific points in a scene or sequence

-point of view grows naturally out of the Story Molecule, and it is one of the most critical aspects of the way the story is told

-point of view ultimately has to do with how you orchestrate the audience’s relationship to what is happening on the screen.  Specifically, POV establishes the psychological and emotional distance between the audience and the main character.  How closely we will experience and share the main character’s dramatic journey?  The possibilities range from deep emphatic identification through degrees of romanticized idealization to an iconic distance, with many shades in between

-the fundamental idea is that POV is predicated by the degree of change or transformation taking place in your main character.  If the change is profound, we want to be closer to the character in order to have a more direct experience of that process of change.  If the character is more flatly iconic and will not change, such as a broad action hero, or if the character cannot change, in the case of a tragedy, then we want to look at the story from a more removed emotional perspective.  Of course, this is a question of interpretation, which makes it all the more important to outline the rationale behind these choices in the early stages of developing the screenplay

-but it is part of the screenwriters job to use language to bring us close to the characters or to put us in a superior position to the characters

-in the cinema, there are many possible shadings of the audience’s point of view, depending on where the camera is placed, camera movements, and so on.  By the way the scene is broken down into shots, and by the framing of each

shot, the director includes or excludes information which helps determine POV

-we borrow terms from literature – first person, second person, and third person – to use as a shorthand to describe three basically different emotional postures for the audience vis-à-vis the movie

-they are also three ways of structuring the information you will give the audience.  This has to do, among other things, with whether the story will be linear, following one character, or will interweave different storylines.  POV governs how crosscutting between actions is used

-choice of POV determines what the audience knows in relation to what the character knows.  Knowing more than the character puts us in a superior position and breaks our exclusive identification with her.  POV is suggested in the very first images of the screenplay’s opening, and underscores their importance in guiding the audience

-in literature, first-person address means that the narration is from the point of view of an “I.”  We are within the subjectivity of one single character, and that character’s view of all the other characters necessarily colors our own experience of them. In movies, we use first-person when we want to emphasize the inner ring of the Story Molecule, the inner conflict of the main character

-in first-person POV we see the story figuratively through the main character’s eyes.  We see what she sees and knows what she knows.  And it follows from this that we do not know what she does not know.  The restriction of our view may be accompanied by the main character’s voice-over interior monologue, further taking us (the audience) into that character’s subjectivity

-one of the advantages of this first-person narrative strategy is that we are brought very close to the character.  Think of it as telling the story in close-up, by way of analogy, as the CU seems to have the power to take us through the character’s eyes and reveal her soul

-by subliminally identifying us so strongly with the character, the movie is already influencing how we will see all of the other characters, as well as the plot events

-the practical extreme of first-person storytelling includes movies where we follow one person constantly and ride through the arc of the story emphatically with her.  The main character is thus onscreen all the time, in every scene, and we discover plot-related information only as the hero herself discovers

-there can be scenes where the main character is not present.  Sometimes this is necessary in order to give the audience some important expositional information, or for a burst of humor.  This raises a question that often troubles many screenwriters: when, how, and why do I break away from my main characters?

-the strategic question of how to set up a first-person POV while still opening up the story?  The answer is to set up the first-person POV first, at least through the catalyst, before breaking away to scenes with the antagonist or to subplots

-second-person narration emphasizes the emotional network of the Story Molecule: the key relationships that carry the dramatic momentum of the story.  Second-person address, which in literature would be a “you” narrative voice, implies a dialectic rather than an identification

-we could say that cinematic second-person keeps us close, keeps us connected, to the POV of one character while breaking our exclusive identification with them.  The audience’s identification with the main character may predominate, but it is not exclusive

-our point of view is able to move away from the hero to see what is happening to other characters at the same time

-with second-person POV, parallel storytelling becomes possible, and the possibilities inherent in parallel storytelling have, on the whole, proven more compelling for movies than the extreme intimacy of an exclusively first-person POV

-this is not only important for suspense, but it engages the audience in a different way, forcing us to entertain equally the feelings, motives, and perspectives of several characters

-the analogy to second-person is the two-shot, also called the medium shot or plan americain

-the beauty of the two shot is that it is close enough to allow us to read the facial expressions while at the same time being loose enough to put the characters in a spatial relation to each other.  Thus it focuses our attention on the relationship.  While first-person close up storytelling isolates and emphasizes the interiority of one character, second-person two-shot storytelling emphasizes personal relationships

-most mainstream Hollywood movies are primarily a second-person POV, but will shift for stretches into a first-person mode for greater emotional emphasis

-a movie sets up either first-person or second-person as the dominant posture for the audience within the first two minutes or so of screen time.  Then it shifts our attention between the two as the dramatic situation demands

-by analogy, the third-person POV is like experiencing the action through the long shot.  In LS, we see the characters full-figure in the distance.  We cannot see their facial expressions from this distance, so characters are

identified by their broad physical gestures and other markers

-to that extent, the characters are relatively depersonalized.  The emphasis is on the relation of man to the larger social or natural environment.  The individual tends to be seen as a representative of a type, or an icon.  Third-person storytelling, then, is like looking in on the Story Molecule through the outer world, more distant, omniscient, or God-like

-third-person from a storytelling point of view are distancing devices that set up a third-person perspective, as though from an omniscient or elevated perspective

-distancing devices are used to set up a third-person narrative tone in epics, tragedies, black comedies, and satires.  One such device is to open with a “God’s-eye POV” establishing shot, literally from a great distance or from high overhead

-another third-person distancing strategy is to show us the end at the beginning – opening with the narrative resolution that is normally reserved for Act III, and then flashing back to the inciting incident of Act I

-this very typically done to open tragedies.  We are shown the death or moral destruction of the hero as a prologue.

-the use of voice-over narration is also an important distancing device.  Normally it reduces our sense of risk and identification by assuring us that the narrating character is still alive at the end of the story in order to tell it

-distancing and character-identification strategies can be interwoven for a wide range of specific dramatic effects

-in epics they are needed to take in the scope of the action, the vast crowds of people, and to suggest the scale of the stakes involved in the story

-epics have their own storytelling style, determined partly by the language and the rhythm of the long shot in alteration with scenes where we establish smaller social groups.  The smaller groupings allow us to approach the central characters in a more human way.  These groupings of central characters are key to the success of an epic because it is through them that we shift our focus from outer actions viewed from a distance to inner motivations and values

-thus epics set up a third-person point of view as the dominant posture, but then move into second-person, or more rarely, first-person POV.  One of the great challenges of structuring an epic is how to embrace both the large scale of the action and an intimacy that will make the characters’ feelings and inner lives real for us

-a specific strategy for handling the paradoxes of third-person POV in epic storytelling is the point-of-view character.  Point-of-view characters are secondary characters who stand in directly for the audience in order to make the epic more accessible to us.  With them we come close to the literary third-person: “he” or “she”

-by definition, epic heroes are not people like us.  The epic hero needs to be mediated by POV characters both as a way to humanize him and as a way to expand and externalize the hero’s charismatic or social impact on others.  The surrounding secondary characters represent and magnify a wider social network

-so the POV character “interprets” the great man or woman for us.  The POV character is always more “normal,” more like us, and a representative of our attitudes.  Through the way we see the POV character react, and through what we hear him say to other characters about the hero, what is foreign to us becomes more digestible

-the Need vs. Mode tension in the hero determines the point of view of the storytelling.  The POV is dictated by the degree of transformation in your main character.  The greater the change in the character, the closer we want to live the story vicariously along with him

-a major degree of change means really going into the need/mode problem of the hero and seeing a change of self-perception lead to a change of behavior.  It means seeing the character go on the Hero’s Journey of breakdown and breakthrough, of growth through crisis, and begin vicariously right there with him

-in first-person storytelling it is the character’s immediate experiences, reactions, feelings, and reflections which communicate to us the essence of the Hero’s Journey, and it is on a direct feeling level that we receive it

-there is a natural relationship here: because the change is taking place deep within the character, we want to be close enough to see what is happening inside.  As writers, we want to create the dramatic situations that give us access to that inner life.  Very often these are delicate, silent moments in the movie where nothing more can be said

-in first-person we are close enough to experience the hero’s emotional catharsis as our own

-when there is a lesser degree of change in the main character, where that inner change is not at the center of the story, or where genre conventions interpose themselves as a filter between the hero and the audience, we are focusing more on the emotional network of relationships.  This means we are basically in second-person POV

-one of the most common situations for second-person storytelling is where the main character is not going through great change himself, but is primarily causing change in others.  Variations of this include “messianic character” stories and “traveling angel” stories.  A messianic character transforms other through self-sacrifice

-“traveling angels” come into a troubled status quo world of characters who are stuck in their survival modes.  The

travelling angel effects change on this world without herself going through a major change, and leaves again at the end of the story.  Because these characters come from “another world” and somehow know more than the characters they influence, they seem to be angels

-traveling angel stories are usually comic.  The “angel” may have a plot conflict, but normally does not have an inner conflict.  The travelling angel is a lighter, more comic version of the messianic character, who only leaves through death

-sometimes the travelling angel is a picaresque comic character who bounces from adventure to adventure, leaving a fecundating chaos in his wake

-the travelling angel character may bring a unique character orchestration or a subplot into a movie that is not explicitly a travelling angel

-sometimes the message the travelling angel has to bring is so rude or dark that we hesitate to use the word angel

-love stories and buddy stories also work best in second-person POV, and for similar reasons. The structure of these stories, like those of messianic and travelling angel stories, involves a pair.  We need to pay attention to both halves of the pair, sharing identification with both and following each of them through the story

-in fact, most often one of the pair is in the role of a guide.  Couples in love stories usually appear constellated as a lover – who seems to know form the beginning that this relationship is special and who takes the active guiding role and a beloved, who needs to be wooed or convinced, and who holds out until the climax

-what should be noted in the orchestration of love stories is that the main character, whether active lover or receptive beloved, is normally the one going through the greatest change

-when the main character is not changing – cannot change or refuses to change – then we want to have a more distant perspective on him.  This is not a judgment on the character or the character’s values.  What it means is that when the tragic-fated character meets his destiny, we don’t want to be riding along in a complete projective identification with him

-our natural, visceral reaction at such moments is to recoil physically, emotionally, and psychically, balanced by a fascination and pity that wants to witness the horror

-the cinematic device of pulling back to a broader, more distant point of view corresponds to our body’s reaction.  So in tragedies where characters are not changing, this shift is made usually going into the catastrophe or immediately after the catastrophe, at the end of Act II.  But in order for the shift to work, it must be prepared by establishing the third-person POV at the opening and using some of the distancing devices to give the audience another point of view to fall back on

-tragedy is not merely a “downer” ending.  Tragedy strikes primal chords of awe and dread deep in our souls.  One of the ancient playwrights said that tragedy “breaks man’s face.”  

-we need a perspective on tragedy that provides three things: gives us the power to continue to watch and experience catharsis, allow us to feel adequately safe, and put us in a position of insight into the hero’s tragic nature

-this gives us an outline for a characteristic strategy of shifting POV in tragedy: setting up the third-person perspective at the opening and returning to it at the end

-if you try to push the audience’s face into something from which they would naturally and instinctively recoil – like too much graphic violence, or the death of the main character without another perspective to fall back on – what happens?  Well, the audience simply checks out.  They go into that deer-caught-in-the-headlights place in the psyche.  The audience becomes like a traumatized subject in a Pavlovian conditioning experiment.  They may be captivated by a violent spectacle, but they are no longer in a state to appreciate the drama or be receptive to the theme of the movie

-stories are energy, and as such they have the power to chill our will to live as well as to enhance it.  How we choose to handle that energy does matter

-in most cases, the dramatic resolution is structured to offer us a doorway out of the theater in possession of ourselves, carrying with us the theme of the movie.  This is the idea of dramatic catharsis

-a screenplay must clearly establish its point of view in order to achieve dramatic coherence.  This should be decided upon early in the story development process.  Without a clear POV, it is impossible to set a consistent dramatic tone.  The wrong POV may make the story impossible to tell or impossible to resolve dramatically

-in choosing the right perspective to tell your story, the key things to keep in mind are that POV is determined by the degree of transformation in your main character, and how closely the audience is meant to identify with him

-it is through the relationship of the story that the drama becomes visible.  Relationships define value, and value is what the emotional network addresses: how each character sees and values what is happening in the story

-the emotional network is the matrix of the key relationships in the movie.  The emotional network is where value is expressed through relationship, and relationship is expressed in how characters react to one another

-farce comedies and melodramas are two genres where the energy is mainly in the emotional network.  As in all stories, the world of the characters has to be circumscribed and set apart from the rest of the universe in order to create a dramatic unity.  In movie genres that play in the emotional network, the protagonist and antagonistic forces are going to be found within in the microcosm of the social group

-the context of the characters’ reactions to events suggests value to the audience.  It has often been said that the cinema is “the art of the reaction shot.”  This is very true.  The action itself may tell us what is happening, but not how to feel about it or value it

-we ourselves may not know how to respond, how to value it.  Our response draws us into relationship; it implicates us, the viewers, in a larger emotional network together with what is happening onscreen

-and comedy in particular, because it is built on a serious subtext, relies on reaction shots to establish the comic tone

-the emotional network of the story extends this basic idea of the reaction shot into a principle of story structuring.  Each character in the emotional network brings his own set of values to the dramatic situation, and as he reacts and interacts, we see the collision and interplay of these values

-the opposition of values in the story is carried by the two characters whose relationships with the main character are most important: the antagonist and the primary relationship

-they are force fields of values.  The antagonist and primary relationship dimensionalize the main character and establish the theme of the movie through how they are orchestrated around him

-it takes many writers time and experience to realize that a movie cannot be constructed like a novel

-the general consensus is that, apart from the main character, two other characters can and must be developed in a dramatic feature film

-our time to tell the story is limited.  In this context, which are the most important relationships in terms of the interaction of plot and character, and who in the story carries these relationships?

-the characters who carry the key relationships in terms of storytelling functions are the most essential to develop in a limited time

-dramatically, the two most important relationships are the relationships of opposition, which produces the throughline conflict, and the relationship of transformation, which pushes the hero toward deeper change

-the character of opposition is the antagonist, and the character of transformation is the primary relationship

-the primary relationship may appear as a love interest, or he may appear as a guide figure

-we have seen that the lover often has a guiding function as well, and guiding may be an aspect of caring, a quality of love.  Many stories are structured to have both a love interest and a guide

-therefore we want to go beyond labels and determine which character has the greatest impact on the hero’s inner conflict.  To be more precise: who seems to embody and externalize the main character’s unconscious need, what the hero needs to learn about life?  That is the role of the primary relationship

-these two characters, the antagonist and the primary relationship, have valences that go deep into the psyche.  They connect to the complex of the shadow and the archetype of the anima/animus.  The important point is that these two characters dimensionalize the Story Molecule by drawing out different levels of the main character.  It is fundamental for us as writers to work with them, get to know them, and feel the quality of their impact on the main character.  Often this means allowing ourselves to feel their impact on us as well, whatever particular allure, fascination, obsession, or dread they evoke in us

-characters are developed and revealed through relationships, through interaction and conflict.  The fact that these two characters have the most intensive and sustained interactions with the hero makes it almost automatic that they will be the most developed

-this is true even when the antagonist spends much of the story offscreen, or with motives so disguised that we in the audience do not who they really are until Act III

-the relationship is based on engagement.  The quality of the antagonist’s actions is always present in how they force the hero to respond and in how they make us in the audience feel, emotionally and intuitively.  In that way the antagonist is always revealing who he is dramatically

-the hero and the audience have the challenge of interpreting those actions to get to the truth.  Character is revealed in a relationship expressed through dramatic action.  By contrast, “talking about” – having characters talk about themselves or each other onscreen, about their likes and dislikes, their current problems or backstory wounds – is not a good vehicle for character development because it is essentially discursive and undramatic.  It does not carry the consequence or provoke change.  To fully develop two or three characters in a feature film means to put them on a dramatic curve of growth through crisis

-character development implies character change, and character change is the result of dramatic conflict.  Dramatic conflict comes from two or more characters who have opposing beats (a beat = a motive + an action), and who are each acting right now, in the dramatic present, to get what they want.  Characters with diverging motives and well-differentiated beats will be well orchestrated.  Each will stand out distinctly against the other two like two contrasting colors set side by side

-over the dramatic time charted by the Plot Curve model, we shall see the progress of this conflict, and how the characters are changed by it.  While working on a screenplay, character development can be isolated and pictured by means of character arcs and relationship arcs

-the progress and conflicts of the primary relationship express the transformational impact of the primary relationship character on the hero.  The conflict arises because the hero’s mode value is challenged by this other character, who embodies a complementary opposite value

-these relationship arcs are as important to the success of the screenplay as the outer plot

-each important character has his own web of social contacts.  These will be secondary characters, but they will also be impacted by the central conflict.  These secondary characters can be used to record the same rising dramatic tension through their reactions.  No character exists in isolation

-in the context of the Story Molecule, the emotional network acts as a conduit between character and plot, between mode and need, between the dramatic and thematic throughlines.  Dramatic energy is constantly moving from one ring to the next in the Story Molecule, in and out

-by itself, without deeper character motivation and development, and without an outer plot that compresses the action into rising peaks of tension and release that demand a final resolution, the emotional network could in fact become an endless soap opera

-in the more dynamic arena of feature films, however, the emotional network is charged and polarized by the conflict between protagonist and antagonist.  The antagonist is willing to push the conflict to a decisive, climatic confrontation.  The outer plot stakes must be both clear and concrete, and the plot conflict must have consequences for the entire emotional network

-every character must have a different point of view, a different judgment on, and a different stake in, the dramatic situation in every scene: a different beat.  This is the essence of character orchestration in the emotional network

-the main character provides the central vehicle for the audience’s identification.  This identification is the audience’s primary window into the story.  Now the emotional network opens out another dimension of the story, confronting the audience with opposing viewpoints, convictions, and motivations

-dynamics are created that place the audience in the middle of conflict and paradox.  The conflicting voices on the screen, each with its own take on the dramatic situation, mirror the voices so often at war within us when we ourselves face conflict.  The emotional network functions to externalize and reflect the attitudes, beliefs, and values of the main character as they change through the drama

-the guiding principle is to find difference and create contrast.  This is the basic aesthetic idea, which is the same in music.  Orchestration in music creates tonal coloration, but the orchestration only works if it allows us to hear each voice or combination of voices distinctly

-when approaching the task of orchestrating the characters in your emotional network, the key question to always have in mind is: what is the difference – especially of value – between my characters, in this scene, right now?  All of the secondary factors of character orchestration – clothing, gesture, social class, etc, should be seen as means to achieve this

-orchestration demands well-defined and uncompromising characters in opposition, moving from one pole (of emotion, conviction, or behavior) toward another through conflict

-in orchestrating the characters in the emotional network, we want to find expressions of difference that are not merely superficial, but which reflect the most significant levels of dramatic and thematic conflict the story contains

-difference can be shown physically, so that we feel the characters’ different positions and perspectives even before a word is spoken in the scene.  Difference also comes through in dialogue, body language, and the whole sense of style a character has or is given

-variations of costume and speech are dramatically irrelevant unless they reveal the characters’ modes – their attitudes, perspectives, and values – in contrast to those of the main character

-only when we arrive at the cutting edge of difference between two characters does their dramatic potential come to life

-emotional networks with many lines of connection will tend to be character-driven movies, relationship movies, or ensemble movies

-on the other hand, sparse emotional networks with few lines of connection yield movies with a different texture, probably one more linear and plot-driven, or more intimate and possibly in first-person POV.  These movies start by delimiting in development the score of the world we will look at

-according to Sayles, each character should have at least two lines of connection to the other characters.  It is then possible to write on the lines of connection what the relationship is, and to specify whether it is the antagonist who carries the plot, the primary relationship who acts as the vehicle for the protagonist’s character transformation, a secondary character, or a functional/incidental character.  Sayles emphasizes that if there is only one line of connection to a character, there had be a better good reason for it

-a character who has only one strong line of connection to the story, or a few weak lines, tends to become incidental by their very nature: they have few ways of impacting the rest of the emotional network

-if a sketch of the character web reveals that a character who is disconnected, a decision can be made.  Either give that character more, and more juicy, connections to other characters, or eliminate that character altogether and consolidate the function carried by that character into someone who is more integrated in the emotional network

Character Webs and Story Worlds

-why is it important to have your characters embedded in the matrix of the emotional network?  The first reason is that it is necessary to maintain Aristotle’s dramatic unity (of time, place, and action) to make us feel that this is one dramatic world.  Second, relationships full of emotional consequence do more to raise the dramatic stakes

-when conflict occurs in a relationship that is deeply embedded in the matrix of the emotional network, it impacts the entire network

-deeply implicated relationships are channels into the mythic dimension.  Our most important relationships are those where we have put the most psychic energy, the most projection.  These relationships carry our transferences of the emotional patterns of our childhood.  These are the people who wound us the most deeply because they are part of the very fabric of who we are.  Though them we are re-wounded: patterns of wounding from our past are dragged into our present

-disappointments and betrayals are magnified by this psychic background of transference and are more likely to send us into liminal realms of regression, depression, and anxiety, shifting tectonics down in the soul

-our status quo may become threatened, and our whole messy Need versus Mode conflict may rise to the surface.  When the protagonist is re-wounded by such a relationship, the audience is engaged on a deep level of feeling and emphatic identification

-high-stakes relationships like these tend to raise double-binds in order to bring the hero to the “grow or die” point at the end of Act II

-sometimes in movie stories these high-stakes relationships have already been established by the backstory; sometimes, as is typical in love stories, they are new relationships that are set up in the first act

-if we say a story world has a “tight” character web, it means that most of the relationships we shall see on the screen are deeply implicated, deeply embedded in an emotional nexus.  All other characters and relationships are streamlined or eliminated

-if the characters in the core group are well orchestrated, there will be a strong and intimate emotional subtext running through every scene

-a tight character web is not the only possibility.  Some movies, by the very nature of the stories they tell require a broader stage, with more secondary and incidental characters.  Epics and action dramas may not generate the same intensely intimate subtext; that is not their strategy.  These stories will generate stakes for the audience by showing us the escalating consequences of the plot conflict, make us anticipate what will come next

-sketching out the emotional network for you story is a form of visual thinking, or “clustering.”  It is a time to give your right brain a chance to open up your imagination about the story.  There are universal principles to dramatic development, but individual writers start from different places because of their individual creative temperaments

-some writers begin by sketching out the emotional network until they feel they know all the characters, and then develop the story from there, out of the dramatic potential inherent in those characters

-or it may make the most sense if for you to start with the main character, the antagonist, and the primary relationship, and to build the character web outward from there, keeping the main character as the pivot between the two worlds.  Each story is unique and makes its own demands

-the antagonist, carries the outer plot conflict of the story.  The protagonist’s plot goal (“also called the desire line”) and main throughline motive are set-up in relation to this character, and the plot climax involves the resolution of                           

this relationship

-the second major relationship, the primary relationship, is the one that most impacts the hero’s inner life and where the inner changes in the main character are manifested

-with the core triangle of hero, primary relationship, and antagonist, there enters a powerful constellation of archetypal elements.  The two forces confronting the hero could be variously called Love and Death (or Beauty and Death), desire and fear, being and nonbeing, the shadow and the anima (or animus).  These are the soul elements, and they subliminally speak the language of dreams to the viewer, even when the movie is in a realistic idiom

-love and death are part of the same game of life.  They are present in every drama

-as archetypal figures, Love and Death push the “bottom” of the story out of the range of the ego and its uses, into the trans-ego, the mythic dimension of the psyche

-this is largely because these two figures, who manifest the energies of love and death, cannot be reduced to mere human beings with human motives.  There remains something elusive attached to them – call it an aura, allure, fascination, or awe.  Existentially, we are always facing those two perilous doors

-every love interest partakes of this larger, semisubliminal archetypal background.  She is not just a beautiful woman as a human individual; she is also Beauty

-Classic Hollywood movies worked very hard to endow the first onscreen entrance of the love interest with an electrifying allure and charisma.  At that moment, she is meant to be the most beautiful girl in the world for every man in the theater

-dramatically, we record the power of the primary relationship character’s allure through her impact on the main character. First there is her power to call the main character, to make him stop in his tracks and hold his breath, to destroy his status quo and peace of mind

-her power to become the animatrice of his inner life.  At her best, she animates and brings to life a drive for wholeness – for recognition and integration of the split-off unconscious need.  Wholeness becomes pictured as union with herself.  It is not enough for this character to be iconically beautiful.  What counts, what makes the character dramatically viable, are two factors

- first, is how we see the hero project paradoxical qualities of his Night World onto her: danger and fascination, trust and doubt.  She generates an emotional riptide that carries him out into deep water.  This makes the hero vulnerable and contributes to both the breakdown of the mode and the breakthrough of the need

-second, this all functions to integrate the three levels of the Story Molecule only if the primary relationship character embodies the value counter to the hero’s mode value.  There are an infinite number of ways of playing this out, as many as there are love stories.  The anima figure may engage with the main character and become humanized through contact, or she may remain iconic and idealized.  (this will also be the same sex love)

-but we can expect some degree of idealizing projection to remain attached to the Beauty.  The strength of the underlying archetypal pattern is so great that usually both the main character and the audience forget to do a reality check.  This Beauty’s role as creator of illusions

-the immediate impact of a masculine Beauty can be quite similar for a female protagonist, though the dynamics of the animus differ from those of the anima.  There are many tales of the masculine Beauty around the world, but normally the undercurrent of danger is stronger

-the screenwriter can work with the awareness that there is both a foreground personality and a background archetype, the alluring Beauty, to the primary relationship character.  There is a creative tension we have to seek and maintain between building an iconic aura and establishing a believable character

-“love interest” is of course not the only form the primary relationship can take.  There are many kinds of love, after all.  So there are buddies, mentors, and guides of both genders.  The point, again, is not the label on the character but the character’s impact on the hero.  As with every relationship in the emotional network, we want to ask what the difference is between this character and the main character?  What is the specific way this person animates the inner life of the hero?  How is this impact tied to the hero’s need/mode split?  How does she evoke or force a revision of values in the hero?  What relationship grows out of this, and what is its consequences?

-such other primary relationship figures partake of other archetypal backgrounds, archetypes of the Guide, the Twin, the Doppelganger, the Totem Animal or Helping Animal

-these archetypes also deserve the screenwriter’s consideration so that she can understand who this character is (existential foreground and mythic background), not only for the hero, but for the audience as well

-the antagonist also comes with these layers of a foreground personality and a background archetype.  The antagonist appears as an embodiment or condensation of the Night World of the story: the unknown or unacknowledged, the horrible or frightening

-depending on how dark the night world of the story is, and how far away it is, in moral terms, from the story’s Day World, the antagonist may also appear as an embodiment of evil.  A Night World is not in itself evil.  It is a world of shadow.  The Night World of a movie is primarily a projection of the unlived life of the main character

-the degree to which the Night World is identified with evil is (or should be) a deliberate story development decision based on the idiom and genre of the story, the market, and the convictions of the creative team

-there is of course a wide range of antagonistic opposition possible.  The antagonist may be a simple opponent or competitor who is also fully human and whose motives we understand and may even empathize with.  Or she may be nonhuman: a devil or someone possessed by absolute evil.  These are degrees of shadow.  Yet even when the shadow element is mild – as in an arch-competitor, we must always record the difference between the antagonist and protagonist.  What is it?  It is always a difference of values.  It is a moral difference

-either the main character will break through to a new attitude that is more whole, or he will have a tragic destiny

-in action and thriller genres, where character must serve the plot, the hero may stand in for society’s dominant values and thus be more of an icon than a human individual.  In that case the hero’s inner conflict will not be central to the resolution to the outer plot

-the hero’s journey is then in the outer plot dimension – and this also impacts how the antagonist must be played.  Hero and antagonist mirror each other, even though they may not play in many scenes together.  They must have an equal strength of will.  They are equal halves of a dialectic.  We intuitively perceive them as balanced, if not secretly linked, because they are constantly being compared with one another

-beyond this, the limits of the antagonist’s characterization automatically place limits on the protagonist as well

-a flat, one-dimensional antagonist will automatically flatten the hero into a cartoon, even if this is not what the screenwriter intended

-the main character’s plot goal has an underlying flaw because it grows out of a flawed mode, an outgrown manner of looking at the self, others, and the world.  There is something the character needs to learn

-the antagonist is, or carries, a nightmare version of the hero’s flaw.  In character-driven stories, this flaw is specifically the shadow side of the main character’s mode.  Every mode value – whether it is control, authority, generosity, or sincerity – has a shadow side that comes out the more the mode is one-sided

-that part, usually the egoistic or instinctual aspect of control, authority, generosity, or sincerity, etc, is unconscious and unacknowledged, so it is down in the Night World along with the unconscious universal need

-the antagonist’s action is a nightmare version of the flaw.  In this case, we say the antagonist is who the hero could become if they don’t wake up and change.  The antagonist is a dark mirror of the hero

-in thrillers, the antagonist carries the hero’s secret fear of is connected to the hero’s blind spot.  The hero must confront the blind spot in order to resolve the plot

-how can you kill the monster when you are forced to realize that his monster is your own unlived and secretly longed-for life?  The antagonist may also carry something the hero needs to incorporate into himself: energy, vitality, power, control, vision, daring, fearlessness, deception, Eros, divinity.  The hero may have to assimilate some of the antagonist’s power without “falling into the shadow” if he is going to meet the antagonist’s challenge

-the audience may see the mirror while the hero does not, or the hero and audience may see the reflection together. This revelation may carry a strong emotional charge like pity or compassion, or it may not

-we think of this dark mirror aspect of the antagonist in relation to self-limiting beliefs.  The hero’s self-limiting beliefs shape the character’s perceived reality in ways that keep her from thriving, from reaching her goals or being completely alive.  We can recognize our own self-limiting beliefs n the critical self-talk of our inner threshold guardians and saboteurs

-we know these voices come out when we are under stress.  Beliefs of this kind underlie the flaw in the main character’s mode and drive him to conflict

-the inner connection we want to bring out when working with the Story Molecule is that the antagonist is acting out his own version of the same self-limiting beliefs.  Both characters are essentially unfree.  And in this relationship of opposition the hero’s reactions are being conditioned, from the crisis that ends Act I, all the way through Act II, by the actions of the antagonist

-on the surface level of the plot these two are against each other.  But on a deeper level, they are performing a duet to the tune of their self-limiting beliefs.  The antagonist is so locked in to the melody that he cannot escape from it, but the hero still has a chance to change.  The change, which is the Initiation via the Hero’s Journey, is specifically for the hero to realize that he is not identical with his mode, that he is not a reflection of those around him, is not bound by what happened to him in the past, is not constrained to believe what everyone else believes, and is not who he thought he was

-when that moment of change comes, the hero breaks the mirror that holds him in conflict with the antagonist.  At the climax he is able to be in the present, unconditioned by his past, and thus can find a new way out of conflict and toward resolution.  As a dark mirror, the antagonist has been the secret partner who has made it possible for him to make this realization

-we have to find the hidden line of connection between these two characters, between the character who leads the inner transformation and the character who drives the plot conflict – the lady and the tiger.  This link closes and concentrates the energy.  A triangle is formed

-the triangle is an archetypal figure.  In Freudian psychological terms, every such triangle re-constellates the Oedipal triangle of mother, child, and father.  One might also see in the triangle the archetypal constellation of ego, anima, and shadow.  This triangle brings a powerful background of subconscious, subtextual energy to the story

-background archetypes, basic patterns, will be constellated by this core triangle

-each of the three central characters in the drama has his or her own personal character web or emotional network

-what happens to a central character in effect happens to that character’s entire emotional network.  It is not only characters who collide in conflict; entire emotional networks collide.  The dramatic collision starts change moving throughout the whole world of the story, destroying some relationships and building new ones

-one of our objectives as screenwriters in working the secondary characters into the emotional network is to use them to dramatically and thematically “shade in” what we represent through the central characters

-the hero’s emotional network is a barometer of his inner change.  Barometers measure atmospheric pressure, and by looking a the “atmospheric pressure” in the emotional network, we can see the hero’s process of breakdown and breakthrough reflected there, most especially in the primary relationship

-we can chart the changes in pressure, starting with the Catalyst Story Step or sequence, where the separate emotional networks of protagonist and antagonist touch each other for the first time and begin to overlap

-the two sides of the story world whose pivot is the main character begin to have consequences for each other and to become dramatically necessary to each other.  At the crisis, the threshold crossing at the end of Act I, the emotional networks of the protagonist and the antagonist become locked together in conflict.  They will not be disentangled again until the climax.  The fact that two clusters are colliding, rather than merely protagonist and antagonist as two individuals, gives the conflict scope and dimension as we go into Act II

-relationships go on a journey as well.  They go through a complete arc of development.  They are transformed by crisis.  This is especially true of the central “transformational” relationship

-because this primary relationship touches the main character’s unconscious need, it is the most accurate barometer of his breakdown and breakthrough, a window into his soul. We chart the shape of this journey as the relationship arc.  The primary relationship will have its own catalyst, crisis, catastrophe, and climax, which will be causally connected to the major outer plot points and intertwined with outer plot consequences

-in the context of Aristotle’s Plot Curve, the outer plot crisis/threshold crossing also acts as the catalyst of the primary relationship.  The relationship suddenly becomes necessary rather than incidental

-the relationship arc is intersecting with the outer Plot Curve, tying all three rings of the Story Molecule together.  The main character is pulled out of control, deeper into the story.  This is the inner dimension that makes the Threshold Crisis not only a plot turn, but a major shift in the drama

-the relationship arc of the primary relationship, now catalyzed, also has its own emotional threshold crossing.  This is a key moment in constructing a screenplay.  The two characters in the primary relationship somehow transcend their ego-boundaries and cross an emotional threshold of vulnerability to a kind of sharing which has many names: true intimacy, falling in love, empathy, friendship.  This means that at a certain point the two characters must go beyond their plot functions and become “real” to each other – even though this character movement beyond the plot dimension is paradoxically crucial to the outcome of the plot.  These moments are found at the Core Crisis Story Step.  At this Core Crisis/midpoint

-the Core Crisis deepens the feeling-tone and raises the dramatic stakes to forge the protagonist’s inner being and outer goal into one dramatic unity.  Heart and soul, everything is now at stake

-if we are thinking of plot as a series of cause-and-effect events, this character threshold is often an irrational, transcendental scene, catalyzed by the plot events but ultimately caused by the inner necessity of the characters.  This may partly explain why these Core Crisis scenes are often among the most memorable scenes in movies

-plot and character are co-evolving through development, and the relationships of the emotional network are the conduits between the two.  The primary relationship must not only have consequences for the outer plot, it must also be our window into the soul of the hero.  When working out this relationship, we often ask questions like “Will these two fall in love/become friends?” even though we already know the answer is yes.  Perhaps a more revealing 

question would be: “What does each character in the relationship stand for in the soul of the other?  What part of their inner necessity do they see mirrored in the face of the other?

-how we handle this arc of the primary relationship goes far to determining whether plot or character will be the focus of the audience’s attention

-it is primarily through building this relationship arc that we adjust the balance between plot and character throughout the story

-the Story Molecule is moving through time. The three substories that express the concentric rings of the Story Molecule can thus be visualized as three strands of a rope.  They wrap around each other so that when one “plot strand” is in the foreground, the other two are in the background.  As the story rotates the emotional network into the foreground at the beginning of Act II, the outer plot strand moves into the background

-the dramatic questions addressed to each substory of the Story Molecule are sometimes in the text of the drama (overt subject matter), sometimes in the subtext.  Yet even when a strand of the Story Molecule is in the background – in the subtext – the dramatic tension is continually rising

-the present action has both onscreen and offscreen consequences.  In a later scene we must pick up those offscreen consequences, and the later action must be “seeded” earlier in the story.  The scenes and beats are always circulating the dramatic energy through the three rings of the Story Molecule

-the character arcs of the subordinate characters wrap themselves around the main character, like nerves radiating from the spine of the story.  And likewise, the movie’s subplots wrap themselves around the main plot.  As the subordinate characters serve to bring out different aspects of the central characters, the subplots reflect different aspects of the movie’s theme

-subplots bring color and scope to a story that would otherwise be flat and, especially in the current moviemaking environment, they deserve major attention.  For it is often subplots which distinguish a film or a screenplay from a hundred others with basically the same bare plotline

-the major plot elements of genre movies are so familiar that they often serve as a mere framework for exploring quirky characters, unusual tones, and new dimensions of relationships

-subplots can be made of anything, any dramatic material.  But there is one thing they should not be, and that is irrelevant to the theme of the movie.  Subplots usually, though not always, connect causally with the main plot.  But subplots that do not contribute to our awareness of the theme break the dramatic unity.  The audience walks out of the theater with a confused impression

-there are three main categories into which subplots fall: intersecting subplots, parallel subplots, and brief subplots

-intersecting subplots crisscross the main plot, and have a material impact on its outcome.  There may be an additional emotional valence, but the plot connection must be there

-parallel subplots are often subplots happening to secondary characters that share a thematic focus with the main plot

-the brief subplot usually runs its course within a single sequence or a few consecutive story steps, where we will see it set up, developed, and paid off

-a brief subplot may intersect the main plot.  That is, it may be an action that impacts the direction of the main plot.  It may act as a brief parallel plot attached to a secondary character.  It may be linked to character exposition of the main character.  Or several brief subplots might we woven into an unstructured, episodic narrative style, as we might find in a picaresque comedy or a road story

-subplots must always have plot dynamics in themselves.  They must go somewhere.  The scenes carrying the subplot may be scattered throughout the movie, but the essential form of Aristotle’s Plot Curve will be there

-not only will there be a dramatic shape we can pull out the script and look at by itself, with a catalyst, threshold crossing, and climax – but there should also be consequences to the subplot which will resonate with the theme of the movie. The subplot will either directly impact on the plot or give us a parallel conflict we can compare with the main conflict.  It is the consequences of the subplot resonating with the theme of the movie which can give even a minor subplot a different effect than other kinds of motifs that may run through a story, such as a running gag

-a running gag may reappear at several points in the story, and it may be used to reveal character

-by revealing character and setting a comic tone, the running gag may indirectly contribute to the way we feel about the theme, but it does not help define the theme

-orchestrating subplots so that they enhance rather than interfere with the main plot is not always easy

-in addition, the juiciest question of the Story Molecule is paid off last.  If the outer plot is the most important substory, it is the last and highest peak of the climax.  But the order really depends on which substory has the most dramatic energy for the audience.  Which subtextual question is the most tantalizing in the audience’s mind?  Often

it is linked to the love relationship

-when the emotional network substory has the last and highest peak of the ripple climax, we will need a final beat of plot resolution in the falling action at the end of the movie

-the emotional network ultimately helps us determine how many characters and how many scenes we will need in the screenplay.  We need enough characters to move the story forward; we need enough to differentiate the dramatic and thematic perspectives; we need enough to dimensionalize the main character either through supporting characters or contrasting characters.

-through the lines of connection we draw between them, we can see how best to economize our characters while raising the dramatic stakes and compressing the action

-ensemble movies play primarily in the emotional network of the story’s characters.  That is to say, the outer plot is de-emphasized, loosely, or episodically structured, or it forms a thin pretext for the emotional network conflicts

-ensemble stories focus on the social milieu.  Are you more interested in obstacles and challenges that come from the external, objective world or those that come from the social context?

-in collective-hero stories, an external threat or challenge creates an opportunity to examine the variety of human reactions under stress.  Individuals with varying temperaments and skills, weaknesses and strengths, must put aside their egoism for the sake of collective survival or for the success of a collective enterprise

-the emotional network becomes a microcosm of society, allowing us to explore how society survives crisis.  These stories always involve sacrifice of some kind.  Sacrifice can lead to maturity, while those unable to sacrifice threaten the team and themselves.  

-usually the outer plot stakes in collective-hero movies are high: lives are at stake, perhaps all of humanity.  These action movies tend to be very clear about which actions are viable and which are nonviable

-the stories themselves seem to be in a larger than-life romantic idiom.  And, as they are larger than life, they are also iconic: the team comes to symbolize society as a whole

-when a shift does come in the iconic presentation, this signals or reflects a shift or attitude in the society as a whole. When developing a collective-hero screenplay, we want to ask what social icons we are evoking and how we want to handle them

-in ensemble movies, we have the inverse emphasis.  The ensemble is not primarily threatened by a force outside itself.  Thus the focus of the storytelling is not on analyzing which behaviors or attitudes lead to success and which do not, though this may play a secondary role.  More likely, in the ensemble film, human actions in relationships and in society are regarded for their complexity, their ambivalence, their irrationality, even the unknowability of their motives, and not for the pragmatic productivity of their outcomes

-people are seen as being fundamentally interesting in themselves.  The character web in an ensemble movie also comes to stand in for society at large, but in a different way from collective-hero stories

-ensemble stories represent a slice of life, rather than a sampling of characteristic “types” that make up a team.  Ensemble movies tend to play in a more realistic idiom than collective-hero adventures.  These are everyday people whom we come to know

-dramatic conflict arises out of ordinary human egoism, misunderstanding, stupidity, and compulsion

-this attitude of embracing the social world still colors ensemble movies today, even if it may be at times a chilly and ironic embrace

-there must still be some outer form imposed on the story.  A perimeter is needed to mark the boundary of the dramatic world as distinct from the rest of society.  For ensemble movies, defining the group is one of the first and most important tasks in developing the story.  There are three ways of making this definition: geographically, through a central plot, or thematically.  Ultimately two or all three of these factors are combined to set off the world of the drama

-geographical definition for an ensemble movie is a milieu, typically a neighborhood or focal hangout for the characters, such as a bar, diner, beauty parlor, or clubhouse.  The setting needs to be localized enough that we can encompass it cinematographically in one establishing shot or scene

-the action will be more or less confined to this milieu location –the focal hub – and to the individual spaces radiating from it.  The rhythm of the storytelling is created by the rhythm of the gatherings as the hub, where often the characters are engaged in telling each other their own stories

-every time we comeback to these focal locations we are also brought back to the central themes of the story.  The locations themselves take on the quality of a leitmotif

-the definition of the central plot involves the throughline action that brings and holds all the characters together.  Here me way find a core of characters within the ensemble engaged in an external plot and acting as a collective 

hero in relation to the larger group

-in a collective-hero story, all the dramatically important characters – with the exceptions of a Chief Commander or a love interest to be defended – are in the core task-group and onscreen most of the time

-in an ensemble film with a core group involved in a central action, dramatically important characters in the ensemble will be in both places, the point of small-group action and the social hub.  The cutaways to “home” will be more extended and will not merely function for the plot.  They will have dramatic beats and dramatic life in themselves

-they use what could be called an “art movie” strategy.  Theme is foregrounded and announced to the audience right in the opening.  The dramatic plot could be considered an enactment or acting-out of this thematic text

-where the outer plot is loose or kept in the background, and there are also many characters, there is a potential for subplots to bubble out of control.  They may become an end in themselves and diffuse the effect the movie has on the audience

-wherever there are so many characters or story strands that the audience has to stop to figure out who is who, the audience is no longer completely into the story.  We have lost them, to some degree

-everyone on the development team must be clear about the concept behind the movie – the theme, the values carried by the theme, and the necessary story structure required to put that theme across

-it would not be too much to say that the looser and more “random” or “chaotic” the story superficially appears, the tighter and more controlled the concept has to be

-the thematic connections must be apparent enough and important enough to reward the audience’s extra effort

-it will be necessary for subplots in the ensemble movie to be both clearly subordinated to the main action and thematically linked to it

-at times the collective-hero story focuses on the themes of the inherent boundlessness of men’s heroic posturing, as well as the need for individual egos to be tamed for the sake of the group.  It is a classic strategy to put the group through such a preliminary test to iron out the group dynamics before entering the main trial

-ensemble movies encompass many styles and subjects

-the three levels of dramatic interest are in constant motion.  The core of the dramatic conflict is expressed outward into visible plot action through the emotional network of characters

-since the outer plot is the outer ring in the Story Molecule, the structure of the outer plot itself contains and shapes what happens within the other two rings.  The outer plot, and the outer world it defines, generates both limits and potentials for character development.  The trajectory of the primary relationship is likewise limited and potentiated by twists of fate that make up the plot

-the outer plot as the outer ring actually encompasses everything we normally mean by “story structure,” shaping both what we see on the screen and what is orchestrated in the subtext

Summary:

-the Story Molecule opens up the “invisible” dimensions behind the plot and allows us to see the drama as a three-dimensional stream of meaning.  The inner soul-journey of the main character, represented by the round of the Hero’s Journey, is reflected in the outer plot through the dynamics the two share.  The external plot expresses the inner conflict of the main character. The process of transformation within the main character moves out through and changes the emotional network, forcing a response from the antagonist, building dramatic intensity and structuring the plol

-the external story grounds the drama in observable action and consequences.  When the action is find-tuned through the Story Molecule, it does more than just make the audience react.  The audience is engaged on a deeper emotional level and resonates sympathetically with the universal level of the conflict

-locations, settings, and descriptive passages in the screenplay (referred to as “body copy”) work to advance the plot.  They should also resonate with the subtext and make it hum in the audience’s subconscious.  Ultimately, it is the work of the director, camera, lighting, and set design to bring in all the subtle emotional colors, but the screenplay has to establish the palette

-each major Story Step sends ripples through all three levels of the Story Molecule.  We expect to see some dramatic shift in the outer situation, in the emotional network, and in the main character afterward.  The first scenes following the catalyst, Threshold Crisis, Core Crisis, catastrophe and climax, tend to show us what has changed on each level

-the arc of the primary relationships weaves a fugue with the plot as the dramatic momentum is passed between them

-foreshadowing later developments is a basic strategy to build interest and keep a story from becoming too linear.

Foreshadowing is often more interesting and subtle if it is not delivered in dialogue by a central character.  The character web of the emotional network can suggest other characters through whom to foreshadow future plot turns.  Plot events radiate in all directions and have direct or indirect consequences throughout the world of the story.  Secondary and incidental characters are affected through the emotional networks of the central characters.  Foreshadowing may be done through these secondary characters

-in genre/action films where the main character does not go through an inner Hero’s Journey and show a decisive change, the rising dramatic intensity can only come through escalating the outer action.  But where a potent dramatic subtext is lacking, it is hard to engage the audience on the feeling level

-each film finds its own way of balancing the Story Molecule.  Some movies lay stress on the inner story, other concentrate on the emotional network, and a large number of movies are plot-driven.  Balancing the story energy in the three rings of the Story Molecule is a central task of story development, just as much as deciding the genre and idiom, or working out the plot.  It is part of the screeenwriter’s journey, along with that of the entire development team.  Balance is achieved partly by finding the deep themes that unite the three rings of the Story Molecule, so that each level of conflict causes the others to resonate.  On each level of the Story Molecule there is compelling conflict, and because the three levels of conflict are intersecting and reinforcing, we have in the end a story that is much greater than the sum of its parts

Soul of Screenwriting Part III

Orchestrating Character and Style

-the Story Molecule is a beautiful, complex, living pattern

-it is ultimately not productive to plan a story line first, and then turn it into a movie

-a movie is more than the sum of its parts, it is the expressive pattern of its parts

-we have to start thinking in terms of significant patterns, not just lines.  The line itself is an element of the pattern, and pattern-thinking is qualitatively different than linear thinking.  We design stories as much as we write them.  Thinking cinematically is left and right-brain thinking

-there is a world of important story development considerations and decisions that are not part of the plot structure at all.  Here we are talking about the qualities of the movie’s universe: the idiom and the genre; the iconic qualities projected by characters, events, and objects; visual motifs and metaphors; and the sensuous, seductive power of the images in relation to the audience

-the meta-structural aspects of the larger story pattern set up an entire subtext of communication with the audience.  They constellate what we have called the “story-field” for the audience.  Whether a movie succeeds or not has as much to do with how the story field maps over onto the audience’s field, and how it catches the spirit of the times, as it does with how solid the plot is.  This “field map over” in turns impacts how the audience “recognizes” the movie, embraces it, finds it somehow necessary

-it is the audience taking the movie to heart that builds the market.  These factors of the larger story pattern are so basic that the screenwriter must learn how to work with them

-we are looking at two interlocking or resonating patterns – one in the movie and one in the audience – that have produced a massive reaction

-pattern recognition is an index of creativity and of intelligence in general

-it is possible that the pattern/field dimensions of information go in at a deeper level than does verbal/linear information.  The images are themselves the message

-overstructuring the development process at the beginning buries the creative intuition under data, renders it inoperable, and robs us of its contribution

-designing stories is not exactly drawing pictures, but is more about creating the conditions where images, motifs, metaphors, and the patterns that connect them are invited to emerge from the dark sack of the unconscious

-mental maps lay out information in field relationships rather than in logical sequences.  Connections take on visual characteristics such as proximity or distance, clustering, triangulation, and paths of approach

-the character web is an example of a mental maps, one laid out exclusively in terms of the characters.  Mental maps are also commonly used to explore the territory of the main character’s mode value

-the difference should mean something.  Difference is always necessary to character orchestration, and in a movie we want to telegraph the salient differences to the audience visually, before a word of dialogue is spoken

-the colors we wear are what we show the world

-in a screenplay, we must give the reader, an impression without being so explicitly literary

-our option as screenwriters is to develop some or all of these motifs that reference “egg” and indirectly point to it.  Ultimately these motifs will come into a movie via props and set design as well as gesture and other nuances of performance

-mental maps are half visual, half linguistic.  Direct or fantasy images, like colors and shapes, take us deeper into the nonrational, right-brain resources when we draw or paint them.  Then they may elicit strong and definitive visceral reactions which comprise yet another level of information for us as writers.  The key thing, again, is not to try to be too explicit or literal

-the use of visual, right-brain techniques in the early stages of development is always to open the story up – or rather, to open us to the story on multiple levels

-because we are unused to accessing feeling and intuition consciously, it is often hard to accept it just as it is.  We want to “fix” it according to some conscious model

-it is the intrinsic nature of the intuition that it works in the background.  Once we start thinking about it, it is no longer intuition but something else.  This is why the time frame must be so brief

-sometimes we get so focused on what we are trying to say conceptually that we lose touch with the energy that in fact shapes the scene

-if you want your writing to be more colorful, live it more intensely, increase the intensity of encounter.  Consider these techniques to make intuitive visualization more conscious as tools to heighten the intensity of encounter

-idiom and genre are controlling ideas, in that so many aspects of the movie’s total expressiveness depend on these core choices

-this is because different idioms describe different story universes with different premises and different cinematic means to convey them.  Dramatic unity is not an add-on. It is a product of vision. The idiom is one of the primary ways vision expresses itself

-idioms are conventions of film style.  They are conventions in the positive sense of that word: by customary use and tradition.  Many conventions are based on dominant tropes in our experience, and this turns out to be the case with film idioms.  Idioms are based on modes of human perception.  In order to talk about them, we borrow aesthetic terms that were established to describe styles in painting: realism, romanticism, and expressionism

-taken altogether, we see that in fact they stand for the spectrum of consciousness.  The spectrum runs from objective waking reality through daydream to dream and nightmare.  So the idioms actually represent divergent ways of seeing, and thus very different contracts with the audience

-and it is a full spectrum. There are seemingly unlimited degrees of shading between the major positions where each movie can establish its own unique sense of style.  It is also true that, since film idioms mimic modes of perception, certain experiences and types of storytelling lend themselves to one idiom and not another

-for a development team, what really counts is knowing what you are doing and being consistent with your choice.  We are talking about universes after all

-the idiom controls these storytelling and stylistic elements:

-world and scope of the story – moral quality of that world – the audience’s relation to the events on the screen – plot structure and storytelling strategies – dramatic stakes – pace and tone – nature of hero and antagonist – internal consistency and suspension of disbelief – dialogue – mise-en-scene – sound design – production budget

-along with the hero’s journey and the core need/mode conflict, choice of the idiom is probably one of the most important aspects of designing the story

-realism is of course not reality.  It is a style whose elements work together to create an impression of reality.  That is, it invites the audience to accept the events on the screen as part of the real external world rather than belonging to an invented fictional world or an inner subjective reality

-one could say this is its reason for being: to refer us back to the “real world.”  Realism’s mode of storytelling is observational: real life is observed with care and then rendered into drama.  Realism cares about reality, gives primacy to the objective world – especially that of social and political forces – and attempts to be faithful to it

-realism attempts to bring us into reality, not to escape from it.  There is not an attempt to make characters or events bigger than life, but to bring excitement to the audience through an intensity of reality-feeling

-every aspect of the filmmaker’s craft comes into play in a highly disciplined way.  But it is in the service of a very special idea: the respect for reality as it is, for the passion and sufferings of real people

-the most important of these is that we are looking at a world and at characters who are morally ambivalent.  There is no character who embodies GOOD, and none who embodies EVIL.  Instead, all the characters have some good, some bad, some strengths, some weaknesses – just like ourselves.  They are people who inhabit an everyday world, where they are subjected to real-world forces.  They have work pressures, time and money concerns

-in this moral ambivalence we are meant to identify emphatically with all the characters and see them all as human

-thus, in this idiom there will be a dramatic antagonist, but not necessarily a villain.  The antagonist is not defined as evil, but is in the end just another person trying to get along

-realism has implications for every aspect of the craft.  It becomes a prime task of the cinematography to be prototypical.  The camera style is often “invisible”; it does not call attention to itself.  Lighting is designed to render an image on the film emulsion the way the real setting would look to our eye if we were “really” present, not to make it look pretty or dramatic

-the cinematographer must still achieve dramatic effects, but motivated by the prototypical qualities of the setting.  Otherwise it will not feel real

-many movies in this idiom have a regional flavor

-in accordance with the observational mode of perception, there is an emphasis on finding the dramatic truth in the performance and using the camera to record it

-there is a tendency in realism to use new faces and nonprofessional actors.  Big stars tend to break the “window” effect.  Their faces and gestures are so well known that we look at them rather than through them into the “real” world of the story

-there is a documentary urge at the heart of realism, a desire to tell the truth about the suffering and heroism of ordinary people in the face of injustice, pettiness, and self-delusion

-in the end, realism is an attitude, a dedication to face life not as we wish it to be, but as we find it.  That said, realism may potentially be used for any kind of genre or story

-the central point to romanticism is that it presents a world that is larger than life

-this, as Hitchcock suggested, is life with all the boring parts taken out, where the women are beautiful, the men virile, and the stakes high.  The drive is not to directly reflect of mimic external reality, but to use the tools of cinema to create a compressed and emotionally heightened reality.  Again, every aspect of the filmmaker’s craft is brought to bear, now with the end in mind in creating a special world of movie magic

-it is intimately connected with daydreams.  In daydreams, we commonly fantasize wish-fulfillment or disaster stories.  Like daydreams, the idiom of romanticism has inherent tendencies toward grandiosity and regression.  It puts us in a childlike wish-fulfillment state of psyche

-this is the idiom of mainstream commercial filmmaking

-the story is not about ordinary people like you and me. The very fact that the characters are larger than life transforms the nature of characterization itself.  While observation is used to ground the characters in an external reality and make them plausible, the characters must first of all satisfy the demands of the idiom, of idiom-linked genres, and of the market.  They must be fascinating, alluring, charismatic.  They must have unforgettable lines and prepared moments where the star will deliver that dazzling smile or sizzling-hot sexy look.  Above all, the characters themselves must be ample enough, “great” enough, to carry the supernormal dramatic stakes of the romantic plotline

-in the process of fashioning a more high-profile for the romantic comedy or action-adventure, a certain streamlining takes place.  Salient features central to the genre, the character type, and the role (embodied by the actor) are reinforced

-at the extreme of the streamlining process, the character may become a caricature, reduced to a few iconic gestures, virtually a living cartoon

-the characters are “purified” of much of their humanness, and this is a large part of what makes them appear larger than life.  They are, in fact, explicitly characters rather than people.  They could exist nowhere but in the movies.  This makes them both more and less than human.  They are more than human in that they are passion, ambition, and vitality writ large.  Romantic idiom characters live heroic lives, privileged because they have destinies that lift them above the anonymous masses

-the romantic idiom typically takes us out of our own social worlds into worlds to which we do not have access in our daily lives: the ambience of the wealthy and elite, fashion models, detectives, astronauts, Mafiosi

-commonly the Day and Night Worlds of the story show us a “little” person forced by circumstances to encounter one of these special worlds and cope with it.  In order to survive, he must learn the code of the Night World

-the special worlds of the romantic idiom, in addition to being larger than life, are coded worlds.  There are codes of behavior, special trainings or initiations, in-language, in-gestures, and ways of dressing.  These codes emphasize the special nature of the romantic world because they close out the ordinary.  These codes are elaborately displayed to the audience.  Displaying this context also implies participation, what anthropologists term participation mystique.  We are sucked into the movie.  We lose a certain level of consciousness, and at the same time flow into a more intense identification with the hero who displays such control of the code.  Every major star has the capacity to embody codes and model behavior, or they would not be where they are

-when we go to the movies, we consume codes and modelings as much as we consume a dramatic story

-in the romantic idiom, these two become one and the same.  The gangsters, fashion models, and billionaires present and model in-behavior that takes on grandeur and magnetism because it is shown as bigger than life

-just as people are simplified and clarified into characters, behavior is simplified into coded gestures and speech is clarified into lines. The challenge with dialogue in this idiom is to retain a relatively naturalistic sound while compressing the lines so they are more concise and powerful

-the are many degrees of shadings between realism and romanticism, and limitless stylistic possibilities

-the core visual strategy of romanticism is to make everything look attractive and dynamic

-we would first of all ask what dramatic mood we wish to achieve with the scene.  The mood would be defined as high-key or low-key, and this would be translated into a key to fill light ratio.  To create dimensionality and visual separation, back lights and hair lights would be used.  The result is an image that is subtly hyper-real.  It seems to pop off the screen at us

-they are intended to express and reinforce the story by decisively funneling the audience’s attention toward the focal point of dramatic action.  The lower level of stylization of the secondary characters provides a “bed” of apparent reality grounding.  The main characters rise above this bed like soloists above an orchestra

-romanticism, as the mainstream entertainment idiom, is a convention upon which filmmakers and audience are in complete tacit agreement

-what ultimately holds reality and fantasy together is the power and integrity of the drama itself.  As long as the drama presents a real conflict that resonates with the audience, and is willing to develop that conflict to the “grow or die” point for the main character, it will have vitality

-suspension of disbelief will not then be a major problem; the audience will be too absorbed.  Fantasy does not necessarily mean escapism; it is simply a facet of human life.  Some kinds of stories can only be told in a heightened world above that of the daily grind

-the great virtue of the romantic idiom is that this heightened, heroic story language allows us very compressed experiences of life in an aesthetically saturated environment.  It utilizes the power of cinema to convey a dramatic truth that enters us deeply, touching levels of fairy tale, myth, and the archetypal depths of soul

-realism puts the audience in the position of an engaged and emphatic observer of the drama.  Its literalizing tendency posits psyche primarily as a product of external forces.   The seductive strategies of the romantic idiom, on the other hand – a larger than life coded world; a controlling, presentational style; projective identification; and participation mystique – all provokes the audience to become more caught up in the drama.  In so doing, the potentially transformational energies of the drama may be evoked as well

-expressionism, like romanticism, uses all the powers of the medium to create a special world of movie magic, but takes it in another direction, toward dreamlike or nightmarish worlds, which typically requires an even greater suspension of disbelief on the part of the audience

-expressionism has its basis in what psychologist Eric Neumann has termed the “transgressive” nature of archetypal energies.  That is, it is the nature of the human psyche that information from deeper levels of the unconscious erupts into consciousness in the forms of dreams, fantasies, and affect-disturbances associated with complexes.  

-expressionism endeavors to capture this world of the irrational and put it directly on the movie screen.  In the process, expressionism emphasizes the limits of the power of the ego, and especially rationality, in life as it is actually lived and experienced

-expressionism’s aim is to take the audience directly into irrational feeling states

-expressionist stories often have a sense of obsession about them

-within this context that includes a level of uncertainty, we can identify elements that appear again and again in expressionist films, and which could be considered tools or strategies:

1) the premise is impossible or defies logic 2) the world of the story is unreal because it is: dreamlike or nightmarish – disconnected or nonlinear – fantastic or monstrous 3) the action may take us between a “normal” or logical Day World and a transgressive, dreamlike Night World 4) time may be distorted, reversed, or suspended 

5) there are often transformations or metamorphoses of objects 6) the story features or includes characters who are nonhuman: ghosts, the dead, or otherwise nonliving, monsters, angels, symbolic figures 7) the visual style emphasizes the irrational or uncanny: unexplained events, POV shots not connected to any character, flying or floating camera movements, disorienting cuts, altered camera speeds (fast/slow motion), lighting with unnatural colors or from unnatural/unmotivated directions (especially from below)

-many of the traditional strategies of expressionism have entered mainstream commercial filmmaking as stylistic devices.  What holds all of the above tools of expressionism together and gives them their power to generate vivid magical worlds are primal emotions and feeling states.  These are the irrational feeling states that drive the author to

begin with: desire and loathing, fascination and fear, supernal delight and unmitigated disgust.  The audience is pulled out of their comfort zone into extreme psychic spaces, and the potential regression effect is correspondingly greater.  Unconsciously, the audience becomes even more dependent on the filmmaker as their guide through the labyrinth.  Expressionism as a pure idiom is not often to be found, but its devices have become part of the mainstream repertoire 

-when developing a screenplay that has elements of both expressionism and romanticism, important stylistic decisions need to be made about how to integrate it all into one story design.  The question to ask is: which is the main idiom of the movie?  Is expressionism to be in the service of romanticism or visa versa?  The answer to this question will undoubtedly impact the theme of the movie

-when expressionistic devices are used to give juiciness and edginess to a romantic movie, Act II may venture into bizarre or nightmarish worlds, but the resolution in Act III, will bring a neat closure.  The audience will be brought back to their comfort zone

-but when the ending is left unresolved or aggressively jagged, we are more in the territory of expressionism.  The unresolved ending is itself an expressionistic device when it is coupled with anxiety.  The psychic energy invested in the film by the audience is left hanging in midair

-between romanticism and expressionism there are also many degrees of shading.  This is an area where the larger than life world of romance becomes saturated with metaphor and symbol

-expressionist touches can also appear in realism, where the injection of a note of irreality can lift the story to another level

-expressionism highlights the facts that nothing on the screen has only a single level of meaning. The audience dreams the movie as they watch it.  Our awareness of metaphor, heightened by expressionism, is important in opening up our writing from boxlike predictability into fresher and more risky creative spaces

-a new idiom is visible that looks directly at our experience in this media envelope.  It is called the synthetic/reflexive idiom.  It is synthetic because it freely mixes together the other idioms, along with genres, old TV series, kitschy pop culture – in fact, anything it finds appealing or provocative.  It has a universal appetite.  It is reflexive in that its subject is ultimately itself.  This idiom is self-conscious and self-referential

-thus the synthetic idiom constantly reminds us that we are looking at a media product, one that has the power to make us look at it

-this idiom is intrinsically ironic and distancing, while at the same time it uses every device to draw us in

-it is beneficial to take a step back and become aware of the media as media, as the synthetic idiom insists, and not be naively swallowed up by the image as romanticism invites us to do

-the important ingredient for the writer in working with this idiom seems to have a playful attitude.  Nothing is sacred, but everything is surprising

-the real art of working with the synthetic idiom is to create a story that is playful, distanced, and self-referential, while at the same time conveying dramatic integrity and authenticity.This is a path of special challenges and delight

-genres can be thought of as conventions of film content.  That is, genres are significant sets or constellations of story elements that are found together: typical settings, characters, objects, conflicts, plot structures, Day and Night Worlds, etc.  Genres thus present concrete story worlds that are based both on a society’s common experience and mythology.  This already separates genre stories from the idiom of realism in most cases

-a genre is a lens through which society looks at itself, a lens that simplifies and codifies experience according to dominant traditions and beliefs

-genre will always be imprecise, though everyone tells us that genres have very specific codes that must be addressed by the screenwriter.  Genre remains imprecise because any story elements that are successful for a time, that are used over and over and over again, tend to become generic.  They no longer represent original creative innovations for the writer, but are part of established patterns

-genres and generic elements even have life cycles, as fashions of all kinds do

-genres simplify personality and behavior into dominant types.  Genre types work only if they are recognized by the audience/society.  So there is a sort of feedback loop between the dominant types already recognized by the audience and those presented by a new movie.  If there is not enough overlap, there will not be recognition, and the audience will likely not embrace the new presentation.  However, if the overlap is too complete, there will not be enough of a spark for the new product to stand out and attract

-genre, as a controlling idea in story development, embraces plot, setting, character, and tone.  By doing so, genre suggests style possibilities: the audience’s expectations of shocks, twists, and a confrontation with evil in a thriller condition the way space, camera, lighting, sound, and music are used, as well as the way the screenplay is 

structured.  Genres are loosely defined story worlds, locations in the atlas of story possibilities, each with their own ecology of forms

-an archetypal image, on the other hand, comes from another source, the archetypal level of the psyche.  While an image that carries an archetype is concrete in itself, it carries an undertow of numinosity.  That fascinating, awesome numinosity tends to draw us towards the unconscious and a less distinct layer of the psyche.  This is very subjective, though Jung suggests that an eruption of archetypal imagery is central to revolutions and other mass movements.  As images, stereotype and archetype easily flow into each other.  The result is that genre movies feel so close to myth.  The mythic/archetypal level resonates in the background or subtext of the genre story. To the extent that a character or situation evokes a type, it also represents something beyond itself

-genre movies reflect cultural dominants and myths.  They act as conduits, bringing deeper collective energies into cultural expression

-while there is always a Day World and a Night World, each genre puts its own inflection on the Day/Night dialectic, investing them with special values or emphasis.  Thus the story world of each genre has an identifiable quality or energy.  This specific constellation of Day/Night forces in turn conditions the nature of the main character’s journey, the landscape of tone, conflict, and initiation.  The durable aspect of the genre conventions comes from this mythic level, while the concrete details keep shifting with passing social trends

-what we call character-driven drama depicts a universal level of human nature by taking the audience deeply into the conflict of a more or less unique individual. Conflict strips away the superficial mode adaptation of the character, revealing a more universal and authentic personal experience at the “grow or die” point, leading to initiation and climax

-as we journey with the hero through the Night World, we empathize deeply.  In effect, we come to love the character.  Genre movies take a different tack, via collective structures in the society

-genre movies are about society.  They reflect society to itself.  The conflict structure looks at society’s weaknesses and shadow side.  The heroes of character-driven dramas of course inhabit social worlds.  But the genre hero represents society as a whole and its collective values.  The genre hero is defined by his social role rather than his idiosyncratic personality

-through their quality of being part stereotype, part archetype, genre heroes become carriers of collective projections from the audience.  They are invested with tremendous value

-as with all rituals, while participating with a collective in a movie theater watching a thriller, melodrama, or romantic comedy, a lowering of consciousness tends to occur.  We temporarily lose some of our individualized ego-consciousness and flow into the collective

-in this way, genre movies are not only about society, they actually reconstitute society, renewing people in their shared sense of shared values through a collective passion

Thriller

-it is common to talk about thrillers as being plot driven. In fact, they are ultimately audience driven.  From beginning to end, thrillers are constructed with the audience’s every response in mind.  The rhythm of thrills, twists, suspense, and revelations pre-exists the screenplay.  That’s what generic means.  Characters, too, serve the plot.  Thriller characters are constructs, though as stated before, thrillers can be in any idiom

-the necessary lethal stakes must be set in Act I, or we do not have a thriller.  All character action in the thriller is under the imminent threat of attack.  This fact conditions all decisions in character development

-thrillers explore the shadow side of society as it manifests itself in deadly crime.  Society is pictured as split between a naïve status quo, which takes social masks at face value, and a dark, hidden side where the violent shadow is acted out.  It is a fundamental strategy of thrillers to take us into taboo zones: transgressive behaviors, contracts, and milieus we prefer not to look at.  As a subtextual theme, thrillers probe society’s wounds through the question: where does evil come from?

-the iconic role of the main character in a thriller is that of the detective.  Either the hero’s social role makes him officially a detective, or the hero is an ordinary person forced by circumstances into becoming one in order to survive.  The detective enters the shadow world on our behalf, confronts evil, and as a result returns contaminated with knowledge of the dark side

-but the thriller differs from the whodunit because the hero himself comes into lethal danger.  The endangered hero is one of the core conventions of the thriller genre, for without this condition it is impossible to generate the thriller tone

-the universal issue common to thrillers in general is that of faith vs. doubt.  On the thematic level, this is faith vs. doubt in the basic values of society.  Since the killer antagonist acts out a split-off shadow side of society, he holds

up a mirror to something about which we are in denial .  Some thrillers question fundamental tenets of the way we live: capitalism, patriarchy, corporate codes, repression, and order.  Others question human nature itself by exposing the heart of human darkness

-this split of faith vs. doubt comes into the plotting of the thriller by putting the hero in a relationship with a character, often the love interest, who might be the killer.  Two contradictory sets of evidence are created that point to either innocence or guilt.  The audience is put in a position of paralyzing uncertainty along with the hero.  This positioning of the audience is integral to how the thriller genre works

-the tone of the thriller is of course based on the thrill.  Thrill is where fear and pleasure flow together and are given a kinetic release.  Underlying the plot-level fear is a primitive sense of dread, which contains elements of helplessness, disgust, betrayal, taboo, regression.  The audience is pulled forcibly by the shock of the crime out of their comfort zone and into a pervasive irrational state.  Dread is highly regressive

-the stakes of the thriller are always lethal.  More and more, thrillers get a running start by showing a murder in a hook opening.  The pattern of victims must come to potentially include the hero himself

-thrillers play on regressing the audience as another central strategy.  Fear starts the flow of adrenaline, which in itself starts to carry us out of our rational state of consciousness.  Adrenaline urges us to an unreflected physical response.  In the movie theater, this is only possible via projective identification with the hero, who himself is victimized by imminent threat.  When the tone of fear and dread is combined with the loss of control of the endangered hero, the audience is in effect regressed back to the state of a terrified child

-the social status quo of relative innocence is established in Act I.  Into this world evil irrupts as a violent transgression

-it is a convention of the thriller that the antagonist is already moving in the backstory and has the beat as the movie opens.  The antagonist leads the action at least through the Core Crisis/midpoint of Act II.  The hero must venture into the antagonist’s world and force field to meet the menace

-in the thriller, evil may come from one of three directions: 1) from within society.   These antagonists are respectable members of the status quo Day World 2) from beneath the Day World of society, from a sinister underworld or subculture 3) from outside the human world, as in sci-fi, supernatural and medical subgenres

-working with the Need vs. Mode model, we orchestrate the main character as being split himself.  He has one foot in the Day World and one in the Night World.  This is accomplished by giving the character a core virtue that relates to the social role and a blind spot that connects to the specific nature of the crimes being committed.  The blind spot is a weakness that puts the hero more at risk

-when working with buddy heroes, it is typical to give the core virtue to one and the blind spot to the other

-the inner conflict of the main character revolves not around deep character change, but specifically: which will prove to be stronger under stress, the virtue or the blind spot?  The blind spot is a character weakness that is an obstacle to figuring out the crimes because it is in some way connected to the nature of the crimes. It makes this hero especially vulnerable in this specific situation.  On a plot level, will the hero see his blind spot before the killer gets him?

-the Call to Adventure in thrillers is an outer call to investigate a crime, either as a professional duty or after having been victimized

-the relationship with the antagonist is predicated on two facts: the antagonist is in control and the antagonist is unknown.  The unknown antagonist may be offscreen most of the story or may be present but hiding behind a mask of innocence.  This means that it is not always necessary – or the most effective drama – to portray scenes of direct and open confrontation between the hero and the killer.  It may take the first half of the movie or longer for the hero to discover the identity of the antagonist.  As a consequence, antagonism is also secondarily developed around obstructing characters in the emotional network in order to keep the tension level up

-the hero-killer line develops as a battle of wits and wills expressed through an escalating series of killings.  This battle of wits defines a relationship even when the antagonist is offscreen

-the primary relationship or love interest is often, though not always, played for ambiguity and potential betrayal

-the more ambiguous or conflicted the primary relationship is, the more important it is to introduce another character for tonal balance 

-the crisis/threshold crossing that ends Act I suggests, through the pattern of crimes, that evil may be out of control and the hero powerless to stop it.  The crimes reveal an irrational depravity, obsession, or cold-bloodedness that takes the audience into unknown territory

-as the main character moves into the Night World of Act II, the mode starts to collapse under stress.  Inner mode breakdown leaves the character less confident and more vulnerable to the antagonist.  This puts greater urgency on 

the question of whether the hero will put the puzzle together before it’s too late

-the Act II mechanics of the thriller almost always involve twists and reversals.  These typically come at specific Story Steps, like Story Step #12 Breaking Point.  Here, what looked like the big break in the case actually lands the hero in greater jeopardy

-obligatory scenes, beyond those already mentioned, include a revelation scene – placed normally in Story Steps #12, 13 or 15 – of how dark the evil really is.  The full plan or depth of violation and dehumanization are shown to both the hero and audience

-at the catastrophe ending of Act II, it appears that evil wins.  The hero may have put the puzzle together only to learn that it is apparently too late to stop the big disaster.  There is a desperate feeling of too little too late

-this sets up a reversal at the climax, Story Step #15.  It is part of the thriller code to take the hero all the way to the edge, to a seemingly impossible situation, before resolving the plot

-the resolution of thriller normally shows us order restored.  The widening split between graphic violence and secure closure (happy ending) must certainly have a stunning and dissociating impact on the audience 

-resolution also includes a final beat in the primary relationship to help suggest closure.  However, this is very often followed in the very last shots by a shocking stinger.  The stinger may be played to show us that the monster isn’t really dead, or it may be played for a joke or humorous curtain line that breaks the tense atmosphere

Melodrama

-melodramas are audience-driven.  The melodrama tone is often its most striking feature.   Ads and posters for melodramas feature relationships more than plot excitement.  The melodrama tone is one of breathless claustrophobia because the story premise places the main character in a weak, confined situation from which there seems no way out

-that empathy begins by defining a socioeconomic context recognized by the audience as the world of the story.  The melodrama world is a closed world, under constant internal pressure.  Constructing a closed dramatic pressure cooker is a necessary element of the melodrama setup.  Because the hero is in a weak position in a closed system, melodramas often have tragic or “down” endings.  The hero either breaks free from confinement or is tragically, pathetically crushed by the restraining force.  It is not what the character learns in the end (since the character may fail) but what the audience learns about how to live

-formerly, melodrama (or “dark drama”) was principally about women and children, because society’s rules made legal, financial, moral, and psychological independence almost impossible for them.  Melodramas have shifted their focus to explore the tension between freedom and belonging

-melodramas also probe the shadow side of society, not through violent crime, but through the dynamics of family.  Melodramas are about family; they define the status quo world of the story as a family

-any group that can be circumscribed as a family can be used for melodrama: an office, a team, or military unit, etc

-within this world, melodramas pose a fundamental tension between freedom and belonging.  The antagonist plays a special role in melodrama, for this character embodies the “family’s” dominant values.  So the melodrama world is like a small laboratory reflecting the larger dynamics of society

-the iconic role of the main character in melodrama could be described as the “problem child.”  The hero is established as the member of the group who does not fit and who yearns to break away to a more authentic life or to a fantasy of freedom

-he is shown to still retain some impulse toward healthy growth, despite the dysfunctional family bonds constraining him.  This relative innocence of the melodrama hero gives him an iconic link to the sacrificial lamb, sacrificed by the family/society to its own destructive impulses

-in melodrama, the universal issue centers around freedom vs. belonging.  The values of both freedom and belonging must be contextualized and shaded in for the audience.  That is, we must be shown the negative consequences of not belonging and the challenge of responsibility and solitude that freedom entails

-the melodrama hero at the beginning of the story is not prepared for either the negative consequences or the responsibilities of freedom.  As a result, he tends to dream about a fantasy freedom: freedom from constraint and limitation.  The outer plot, emotional network, and inner need/mode conflict all present variations on this universal issue

-the melodrama is built on confinement, compression, and a crushing sense of inevitability.  There is subtextual hysteria.  Melodrama is predicated on the impossibility of effective action, or else on a crippling ambivalence in the hero.  There is a tremendous emotional charge built up because emotion is suppressed by the family code

-the main character is threatened by the family code, which creates a double bind between entrapment and rejection.  Normally, one of these two poles is in the text while the other is laid in the subtext

-the stakes in a melodrama are really set by the antagonist: how far is he willing to go to maintain the family order?

-stakes may also come into the melodrama through the fantasy love relationship.  Often this relationship appears to offer freedom and bliss to the entrapped hero, but the reality may be far different.  The hero may succeed in separating from the family, only to be betrayed, abandoned, or mistreated by the lover.  Part of the lesson of the melodrama is that the fantasy love object in itself in never the solution.  The solution lines in the hero’s own journey of separation from the family

-the melodrama also regresses the audience, in this case to the stage of early adolescence.  This is the period when the libido starts to leave the sphere of the family, but we are not yet ready to take on responsibility.  Freedom vs. belonging takes on special urgency at this stage

-in the melodrama inflection of the Hero’s Journey, the Day and Night Worlds mark the boundary between the family and the outer world: the family and it’s dysfunctional code must be established in the opening.  The hero’s mode is identified with her position in the family.  If the hero’s “weakness” and nonconformity are not established immediately, then they appear as a consequence of the Call to Adventure. The call comes from the outer world as a fantasy or desire, but it is predicated on a state of readiness within the character.  It represents the Night World because it is unknown or taboo within the family

-the melodrama tone is generally more interior and reflexive than that of the thriller

-thrillers necessarily deal with evil.  But in melodramas, the antagonistic forces take the form of resistance to the main character’s desire.  Resistance is not necessarily evil.  Resistance, too, comes from the three levels of the Story Molecule: Introjected family codes that cause the main character to feel “bad” inside or limited.  Family members, especially the antagonist.  Codes and rules governing the community or the entire society

-it is one of the melodrama conventions that we are shown the antagonist up front, prominently part of the family.  Melodrama is not a puzzle, it is a double bind

-the split within the melodrama character that helps us build the need/mode conflict expresses itself as ambivalence about escaping the family, provided this is even possible.  The family, no matter how violent or dysfunctional, is after all the known, the comfort zone.  It is thus a shield against the unknown

-the family is not viable, but the plan for escape is not realistic

-the inner dimension of the ambivalence focuses on the conflict between the main character’s weakness (in the eyes of the family) and his saving grace. Usually there are two aspects of the same trait or potential.  The weakness is attached to the character’s mode, while the saving grace must be discovered and accepted in a context outside the family.  Because the main character is truly in a weak position, he does not always have the power to save himself, but may have some positive quality that attracts help from the outside

-the Call to Adventure may be either an outer or inner call, or a blunder.  The Call to Adventure breaks the circle of the family’s closed horizon. In a melodrama, the call constellates a romantic interest or an escape plan

-melodramas play primarily in the emotional network.  The outer plot may be little more than a thin container to contextualize the relationship conflicts

-the emotional network of the melodrama is built heavily on triangles.  The antagonist, who is the dominant family member, and the primary relationship character, who comes from outside the family, represent forces pulling in opposite directions.  We want to see the main character graphically pulled by these forces

-the dynamics of the triangles take precedence over the individuality of the characters in the triangles

-melodrama is a highly emotional and subjective.  The audience is positioned to experience the characters and relationships through the hero’s eyes, while the subtext warns us we are headed for trouble

-the primary relationship character, or love interest, may be a true guide for the hero, but is usually experienced as ambiguous.  Orchestrating this relationship is key because the movie really hangs on it

-the audience may be in a very close first-person POV with the hero and go through all the ups and downs of infatuation and disillusionment with the hero. Or we may see more of the love interest’s true intentions before the hero does

-a single primary relationship figure is the easiest way to orchestrate the melodrama, but it is not the only possibility.  Sometimes there is not one figure in this dramatic function, but a series of them

-a marked difference is between melodrama and straight drama is that the melodrama hero, defined as somehow childlike, needs outside help in order to grow toward autonomy.  This is, anyway, the hero’s belief, which is at the core of the conflict

-at the end of Act I, the family status quo is shattered.  The impacts not only the hero, but the entire system

-here, we typically see the main character betray a core value.  This is a delicate point, because we are talking at once about a character value and an audience value.  The audience has a visceral reaction: “Oh no, don’t do that!”  Their feelings and expectations are challenged.  This makes the moment a threshold crossing.  Yet the violation must not be so great that the audience rejects the hero outright.  The audience must be placed in a position where their own allegiances are torn.  There is no way to tell how it will work out, but from this point on the hero is in the grip of opposing forces

-these opposing forces characterize the Night World through Act II.  The hero must find his way between the confinement of the family and a not-yet mature impulse to fly off into a fantasy solution of romance, wealth, escape, etc.  This entails discovering and facing the skeleton in the family closest, the reason for the family’s restrictive code.  Usually the skeleton is a secret , or a lie, that is a family shame

-this is really an initiation process of breaking through to one’s own center by transgressing a limit imposed by the family.  What makes this a productive rather than merely a hysterical resistance is that it is based on discovering and accepting a truth that had been hidden by collective shame.  The melodrama hero potentially brings liberation to the rest of the family as well

-the Act II, mechanics are determined largely by the antagonist, the dominant family member

-one very important scene in a melodrama is to show us the core triangle of hero/antagonist/love interest

-a second obligatory scene comes at or just before the catastrophe that ends Act II.  This is the revelation of the family’s wound or secret, the skeleton in the family closet

-at the catastrophe ending Act II, it appears that the negative power of the family triumphs over the drive for separation and autonomy of the main character and/or that the romantic “rescuer” is a fraud

-the “grow or die” question is whether the hero has let go of his saving grace or held onto it through the conflict.  This largely determines whether the climax moves up toward freedom or down toward final disaster

-resolution of the melodrama means either independence or tragedy

-genres continually evolve within their traditions, and outworn forms are discarded along the way

-iconic figures receive a collective projection from the audience because they carry something for the collective, something the collective is unaware of or unable to carry consciously for itself

-art has everything to do with context.  When we place a frame around any object, we imply that our relationship to the object has taken on a special character.  We elevate it above the surrounding reality.  We are forced to view the object in a different context

-this capacity of all images to open outward, into mystery is the dimension of the iconic

-icons stand for, symbolize, or evoke a world beyond themselves.  They are carriers of numinous energy. As such, they act as conduits for the energy of a field, energy we experience as fascinating, uncanny, awesome, or sacred

-the phrase “mythic dimension” and “archetypal dimension” relate to this territory of the psyche that impinges on, but cannot be encompassed by, our consciousness.  The icon is a kind of personified symbol.  It provides an opening, or an “eye” that lets something pass into awareness from a zone outside the ego.  The charismatic figure opens out backward, like throwing open a window.  In the near background it merges into the type, that fluid space where stereotype and archetypal image coexist in less differentiated layers of the psyche - and then further, into the psychic matrix that is the mother of all images

-yet something of the quality of this ultimate background of consciousness comes through the opening which is the icon.  Its capacity to bring a hint of that dimension into this here and now dimension is responsible for the attribution of divine power to the icon

-the iconic image is not brought completely into the banal human realm.  It is positioned on the boundary between the human and the divine.  The gaze of the icon is not directed toward our personality, but directly to the soul

-this points to one central difference between religious icons and cultural or media icons: the impact of the former is conscious while the impact of the latter is largely unconscious.  The religious person before the religious icon is aware that she is confronting another dimension.  A secular man staring at a secular icon image of Marilyn Monroe may only be aware of a peculiar enthusiasm and the stirring of certain appetitive impulses

-so for the most part, we are unaware of how cultural icons work on us

-iconography describes ensembles, complexes of associated objects and attributes, that amplify the essential identity of the iconic figure

-we could say that movie icons are “intensely regarded”

-“intensely regarded” means the movie focuses and concentrates both the viewer’s conscious attention and his unconscious on an image to endow it with iconic grandeur.  How?  Part of this is the framing and visual composition, which isolates the important element.  Equally important is the dramatic context, which sets up and underscores the visual presentation

-significant close-ups can also be used in this way, and have been since the beginning of the movies the primary vehicle for “iconizing” an actor or actress and turning them into a star

-the attempt to create icons through the beauty close-up has been a central strategy.  The organization of the framing is matched by a temporal organization: as the image is posed, it is likewise suspended in time.  Holding the pose subliminally takes the moment out of time into nontime.  The image outside of time travels to a deeper level of the unconscious without our being aware of it

-performance by the actor in an iconic role is also concentrated and/or suspended, allowing the other dimension to enter.  Actors learn to focus their inner energy, in ways exactly parallel to the martial arts, in order to create magnetism.  That inner intensity and vitality can reveal itself best when an actor is “doing nothing”

-the iconizing practice focuses performance on the character’s dominant qualities or tropes.  This is rendered through the repetition of certain actions, gestures, looks, and dialogue lines

-it is as though the character sees something the rest of us cannot see.  The repetition of a gesture or look comes to typify the role, to focus and magnify the trait it expresses

-a great deal of trouble is taken to orchestrate these impressions for the audience.  What, ultimately, do these looks, gestures, and precious, held poses signify - or to what do they point?  They do form a system of iconography, suggesting that they open out into another dimension and invite the energies of that other world to enter via the window of the icon

-since we are dealing with cultural rather than religious icons, the background dimension does not present itself as divine or sacred.  But icons do reflect what people “hold sacred” in the secularized sense of “holding dear.”  For most people in a society, the core values are tacit, inherited with mother’s milk, and not consciously reflected upon.  These values form part of the dimension made half-visible through the icon

-we can identify three levels of collective value that are projected through icons in movies.  They blend into each other, but may be distinguished.  Closest to the traditional religious sense of icon, a role - or the actor playing it - embodies a mythic/archetypal figure.  This may be the most universal level the icon carries.  Naturally, it will be inflected in the local style specified by the associated iconography

-through its evocation of the mythic dimension, the icon models wholeness in some way

-on a lower level, the iconic figure may act out a psychological complex.  Psychological complexes are relatively universal patterns of behavior between the individual and the archetypal.  Like the Oedipus complex or the power complex, when they possess us and we act them out literally, our behavior has a compulsive, driven - or inhibited - neurotic flavor.  Behavior through a complex is less conscious and is basically unfree.  Yet this driven quality of the complex characterizes some of the most memorable movie roles

-the same tactics that create emphasis to form a hero icon can also be used to create icons of pain and lack of freedom.  These figures model our fragmented condition.  Nearly all characters in soap operas are examples of this

-finally, on a third, still lower and less archetypal level, what are popularly called icons are carriers of stereotypical

status values They model wealth, power, sexiness, in-you-face-chutzpah, and so on.  Those beautiful people that fill magazine and TV ads are icons of this type.  In every conscious attempt to create icons similar strategies are utilized, though to different ends.  The visual and rhetorical organization of the image is designed to give the figure prestige and an aura of specialness that lifts it to another sphere above its mundane surroundings

-using the strategies of iconization to position the product as the route to wholeness is in fact the core premise of contemporary advertising.  We can see how easily cinematic icons subtly blend the “sacred” into the mercantile

-the icons that carry a strong archetypal charge seem to stand involuntarily above their time.  They receive such an enormous collective projection that they are lifted up.  It may never be possible to trace exactly how this process works, because we ourselves are part of it.  The projection comes from the public, but there has to be something in the figure to make the projection stick and grow

-we hypothesize that an actor consciously or unconsciously embodies a mythic/archetypal figure

-and though Aphrodite and Dionysus are pagan deities, seemingly incarnating themselves in pop culture idols, archetypal iconization cannot escape altogether from our civilization’s collective religious basis

-“living icons” like saints perhaps, are compelled to carry some complex or archetype for society.  They are given every inducement to remain on the pedestal where we have placed them.  Sounds like a “divine” job, but for the carrier - the actor - it is perilous to come down and perilous to stay, because archetypal energies do not have the qualities of individual consciousness.  They lack a sense of limits and provoke psychic inflations that often lead to trouble and tragedy.  Rare actors that are able to step outside of and manage their iconic image can bring a gift of mature reflection to society

-the general answer is to become aware of myths and archetypes evoked by the story you are telling

-if the screenplay is not strong, it will not be able to carry the iconic level in its subtext, where it should be.  If the audience is glued to the story, the iconic/mythic aspect will pass via the subtext to touch the heart.  If not, attempts at iconization will stand out as clumsy, pretentious symbolism that further weakens the movie

-texture means creating spaces with pace and tone.  Characters who are active all the time leave us no chance to look into them, to be with them and feel them on a deeper level.  It is a mistake to think the main character must be active-active-active.  Likewise we shouldn’t expect there to be conflict going on at every moment.  That approach lacks texture and will stupefy an audience.  As writers, we must make silence as eloquent as dialogue, stillness as eloquent as movement.  This is where parentheticals and other devices in the screenplay format are used to control pace and tone, to create spaces

-those beats in the story that cry out to us to hold on to a significant iconic pose or penetrating close-up are not moments of simple rest.  They are moments of poise
-there is inner tension and intensity.  The Need vs. Mode model is a guide for us, because, in terms of the dramatic throughline, we are talking about the poised tension between mode and need.  That dynamic goes through many stages of dis-equilibrium and tension of opposites

-they will allow us to match the significant moment of inner character shift with the right moment in the plot structure, the moment of dynamic stasis.  If we as screenwriters, having found such a moment in the story, can enter it and let it open out its timeless dimension to us, dreaming with it (via mental maps), images and associations will come up

The Soul of Drama
-story and plot are not identical.  A story is a sequence of events with a beginning, middle, and end.  A plot, on the other hand, is a dialectical structure of growth through crisis.  It is the dynamic of the plot that transforms the cycle of the Hero’s Journey into something specifically dramatic.  The total story we want to convey to the audience is more than the plot

-a screenplay is a gestalt: a whole made up not of the sum of its parts, but of the expressive pattern of its parts.  Every party affects and conditions the whole

-this is true not only on the level of the outer plot, but throughout the whole fabric of the Story Molecule. Whether a Story Step works and fulfils its dramatic function or not may hinge on a single line of dialogue or prolonged look.  It is all interconnected and resonating together

-plot, like character, is an entire world in itself, yet it must work together with all the other aspects of the writing if the screenplay is to convey a powerful dramatic unity

-it is the outer story structure that forms the expressive container for the whole thing

-it would be fairer to say that drama is not a structure in the fixed sense.  It is a pulse, an electric current running between the story and the audience.  The simplest way to describe this is a pulse of tension and release.  The essence of drama is “growth through crisis,” and this is expressed through pulsations of tension and release.  The dynamic of this pulse marks the fundamental difference between the Plot Curve model and the Hero’s Journey

-this curve is the dynamic shape of growth through crisis. It’s a great wave of rising dramatic intensity that carries the audience through the movie

-both living myth and living drama are rooted in deep body wisdom and the archetypal layers of the psyche.  The pulse of drama is where we see body wisdom, dream wisdom, and the collaboration of a shaping conscious awareness all come together

-the Plot Curve model helps us picture this energy

-on the horizontal axis is time, the running time of the movie.  As screenwriters, we want to be aware that the dramatic curve starts moving with the very first images onscreen, and continues through to the end credits and music.  This is constitutes what some like to call the “roller-coaster” that the audience is going to ride.  The vertical axis in the graphic represents dramatic intensity: the level of conflict, risk, and emotional intensity for the characters that translates into excitement for the audience

-because normally the audience is allied and identified with the main character, peaks of intensity for the hero are peaks for the audience as well

-ultimately we are orchestrating the audience’s experience through the vehicles of the hero and the plot

-what we see in the Plot Curve is the level of dramatic intensity rising towards the climax like a surging wave, which breaks and subsides rapidly as the story is resolved.  The shape of the Plot Curve paradigm, like that of the Hero’s Journey, is archetypal.  It already exists in each of us, screenwriter and audience member alike

-drama is founded on, and thrives on, doubt and ambivalence

-as soon as we have characters with motives and life-impulses that are in conflict with each other, we enter into the energy field of the dramatic curve, commonly called Aristotle’s Plot Curve.  The Plot Curve reveals the pulse of drama.  It is the specific shape of drama through crisis

-until drama, neither the structure nor the presentation invited the audience to live the characters’ motives and feelings from the inside, to enter the ethical crisis and double bind along with them.  It is this tension, engendered by the audience’s ambivalence in relation to the hero, that generates the pulse, the wave of the dramatic curve

-myth looks at the human adventure from a detached or “divine” perspective.  The Hero’s Journey as a cycle is a shape without beginning or end, intimating eternity

-the language of myths is narrative, but does not try to force us to take sides or feel grief, pity, or anger

-a certain distance is kept between the story and the hearer

-Aristotle identified the large sections or phases of the dramatic structure.  Each comprises a major function that takes up its own portion of the curve and thus has its own special energy.  The relatively flat opening portion of the curve is termed the “establishing scene.”  Its function is to establish the world of the story, the characters, and to start the plot moving.  We consider it equivalent to what we now call Act I of the screenplay

-we could say that the establishing, Act I, takes place in the story’s Day World and establishes the values of the Day World, which are the dominant values of the story, the first dramatic event, the catalyst, starts the plot, and with it the dynamic of growth through crisis, moving forward.  The catalyst gives the plot a trajectory toward a distant outcome, the plot goal.  Then we see what action the hero initiates to achieve that goal.  The hero’s steps toward accomplishing her goal bring her into inevitable conflict with an antagonist who has counterrmotive

-this encounter is the Threshold Crisis that ends Act I.  It is here that myth and drama begin to differ appreciably, because the dramatic intensity of the story starts rising precipitously

-where the wave starts to swell and surge, we have a new quality of energy.  The modern translations of Aristotle term this the “rising action”; in screenplay structure it is identified with Act II.  It is also equated with the Night World journey of the hero

-Act I takes place in the Day World, Act II in the Night World, and Act III shows us a return to the Day World or brings the two worlds colliding together at the climax

-the crisis establishes the dramatic stakes for all of Act II; it sets a rising dramatic trajectory.  This dramatic trajectory is aimed at a distant point that is laid in the audience’s subtext.  The endpoint of this rising conflict will be the catastrophe that ends Act II.  The catastrophe point is determined by two factors: how high the antagonist can raise the stakes, and at what point the hero’s mode breaks down

-the catastrophe that ends Act II could be thought of as the worst thing that can happen to the hero in the context of the story

-it is clear that the catastrophe at the end of Act II coincides with the Night of the Soul: the point of breakdown in the Hero’s Journey

-what the Hero’s Journey sees as a descent into the Night World, the Plot Curve sees as a rising wave of tension.  This is the key to the difference in the two perspectives.  We also notice that Act II is by far the longest; it may take up an hour or more of screen time and routinely is the most difficult to write.  From this we can judge that drama puts a special emphasis on the Road of Trials.  We have a battle of wits and wills between hero and antagonist.  In drama we are also taken into the hero’s subjective state, and thus into the psychology of growth through crisis

-the “resolution” of the Plot Curve model, also called the denouement, the “untying of the knot” of destiny, occupies Act III of contemporary screenplay structure.  The resolution includes both the climax, the highest point of dramatic intensity where the wave crests and breaks, and the falling action that brings the movie to a close  

-while the resolution is structurally the shortest act, it is the most momentous, encompassing the greatest change and having a decisive impact on the audience.  Within a short time frame or perhaps ten to fifteen minutes onscreen, the resolution compresses the initiation and entire return portions of the Hero’s Journey.  The climax is the dramatic payoff of the whole script

-the climax is decisive and final because it answers the throughline questions of the Story Molecule.  A big action that fails to answer the throughline questions will not satisfy.  It fails to untie the knot of tension in which the audience has been bound.

-in Act III, the structural variance between Plot Curve and Hero’s Journey becomes even more striking. Here, the dramatic climax precipitously comes just before the end of the movie.  It cannot therefore correspond exactly to the mythic initiation, which takes place midway through the Night World Journey in Campbell’s scheme.  Here is where we will come to appreciate the Story Molecule model.  Because only when we work with all three levels together can we fully understand how the climax is orchestrated and how to craft powerful climaxes for our own screenplays

-the chain of events leads to an inevitable collision

-we start by asking a question that engages the audience.  The question starts to establish the stakes for the encounter and engages us in the outcome.  It is a useful strategy to have a character in the scene ask the question out loud.  This is often done more in comedies

-in serious drama, the question is normally left in the subtext; it is the audience who subliminally poses the question to themselves. In either case, the effect is to engage the audience both mentally and emotionally, to make the audience invest in what is at stake

-so you raise a question that engages the audience.  And then you deliberately do not answer the question.  You suspend the answer.  You leave it hanging.  Suspending the answer creates suspense.  Suspense means you create tension in the audience, because they want the answer but are not getting it.  The longer the answer remains suspended, the higher the tension rises

-question - suspense - answer - question unit is the basic mechanism of rising dramatic intensity

-answering the question spontaneously releases the tension.  The buildup of the tension is slow and gradual; the release is almost instantaneous

-the larger Plot Curve is made up of smaller pulses of tension and release that build progressively.  This is because in drama, like in science, the answer to one question always leads to a new question.  The new question is at a higher level of energy because the stakes have gone up

-there is not just one single chain of questions and answers we are working with.  There is in fact a nexus or braid of such chains, reinforcing one another as they move through the story

-each level of the Story Molecule generates its own questions, and this, is the real key to developing Act II.  There is one overarching throughline plot question.  This question is “set” at the dramatic catalyst early in Act I, either stated overtly or laid in the subtext.  The catalyst corresponds precisely to the Call to Adventure in the Hero’s Journey model and sets up the main character’s plot goal.  The answer to this throughline question is going to be suspended and held all the way to the climax, and only answered at the climax

-since this degree of suspension asks a lot from an audience, the throughline plot question is broken down into smaller plot questions that take us step by step along the way.  There will be a question that frames the action for Act I.  The answer to that question will raise a new question at a higher level of risk, which will frame the action in Act II, up to the catastrophe that ends the act.  And the answer to that question will propel us directly into Act III and the dramatic climax, where the overarching throughline question is answered.  These major act-framing questions will be further broken down into smaller and smaller structures

-using questions to frame the action within each act is important.  We want to realize that the powerful questions we generate while developing the screenplay correspond to the subliminal questions that the audience generates in the theater.  The audience engages in their own “unconscious scanning” of the story, where the story might go.  The 

chain of inner subliminal questions generates an invisible track for the audience through the story.  The audience has gut feeling of being “with it.”  So the consistency of the questions we use to frame each act constitutes a special communication with the audience

-a strong and clear throughline plot question is a necessity if the audience is not going to walk out of the theater feeling vague and confused.  It is a concrete and simple yes or no question, answered by the resolution of the movie, that is, by how the audience is presented with the consequences of the climax.  The nature of the throughline plot question suggests the nature of the action because it defines the plot goal.  The question can be small, as long as it is clearly set up and clearly paid off

-where you really want to keep the curve is in your body.  It is a rhythm, like a golf swing.  Natural-born dramatists are people with a sense of rhythm, a sense of swing

-that is when the sense of rhythm, your internal connection to the breaking wave of tension and release, is your most reliable guide.  Trying to arbitrarily micromanage your screenwriting with fixed page counts for the act breaks tends to get in the way of the creative flow

-today three acts is the most commonly accepted feature film screenplay structure.  It is the dominant convention

-three acts captures both the musical aspect - theme, development, recapitulation/resolution - and the dialectical aspect: thesis, antithesis, and synthesis

-Howard Suber rightly saw that the two sections of Act II as each having its own feeling-tone, as well as its own distinct arena of action.  His way of analyzing dramatic structure would fall into four acts or symphonic movements, designated by a key word that identifies the essence of that movement: Desire, Deception, Discovery, and Destiny

-think of these four words as generally describing the action and feeling tone at that stage of the drama, like four key signatures in music, moving from a major key to the minor, the dominant and so on

-you can see that this is also in complete accord with the four phases of the Hero’s Journey: Separation = Desire, Descent = Deception, Initiation = Discovery, and Return = Destiny

-most successful screenplays exhibit two distinct movements within the flow of Act II, each characterized by its own arena, action, and dramatic development

-in a fully articulated screenplay, one in which a throughline of consequence is built for each level of the Story Molecule, the interactions of these levels result in qualitative changes in the nature of the conflict.  The whole story goes deeper.  What had appeared as an outer-world/plot problem in Act I becomes, in addition, an intimate emotional and relationship conflict of allegiances in the first half of Act II.  An entirely new level of conflict has been added.  Then, after the Core Crisis, the problem goes deeper still, becoming an existential/identity crisis.  Here we put into question the core values upon which a life has been built and prepare the final breakdown of the mode

-the first movement (Suber’s Deception) we now term “Wounding and Recovery.”  This first phase of Act II picks up the falling action after the hero has been wounded at the Threshold Crisis by the threshold guardian.  There is a shift to the primary relationship (emotional network), which prepares the hero for a new effort toward her plot goal.  The second movement of Act II (Suber’s “Discovery”) is termed “Setting the Double Bind.”  It leads us from the Core Crisis to the catastrophe that ends Act II

-dramatic storytelling, whether genre or character-driven, serious of comic, is predicated on character change.  The root of great stories is growth through crisis: “We are moved by heroism of the ordinary person acting in an extraordinary way.”  The hero is faced with a crisis that can only be resolved by the inner change, change in the way she sees the situation and herself

-faith in our ability to take our fate in our own hands reveals something beyond the survival instinct.  We could call it an instinct toward growth.  This is distinctly human, closely connected to our spirituality

-the dramatic conflict must be of such a nature that - the characters cannot resolve the conflict at the same level of awareness that created the conflict. They must change their level of awareness.  And that is the Hero’s Journey: to find the strength, the insight, the heart that they do not possess at the opening of the story

-resolving the dramatic conflict is a question of change at the level of fundamental core attitudes, and beliefs, the attitudes and beliefs that are so deep we must live them out.  These are the attitudes we are not even aware we have until life puts us to the test.  There is a limit to what willpower and discipline can achieve; that limit is the field of what is already conscious.  When we say the character changes, we make the process sound more consciously willed than it is in reality.  We could equally say that life, providence, divine will, or grace changes the person

-change is like a stone thrown into a pond.  The ripples of change radiate outward from the core of the person, through her behavior, and out into her world, the world of the film story.  As we in the audience perceive these waves of change we intuitively sense the truth of it.  It is this moment of truth, and the sense of sharing that 

accompanies it, that we attempt to disclose, paradoxically, through the art of our storytelling craft

-what we really want from a story structure model is a lens to look deeper into the nature of growth through crisis. When we get in sync with that, then the outer structure of the screenplay takes care of itself

-drama asserts that it is our human nature to seek to know the truth and act on the truth.  Further, drama asserts that the truth is so precious, we may choose it even over our personal survival

-we are speaking about the truth of the situations we find ourselves in, the truth about other’s motives and our own, the truth about our projections, self-betrayals, and limiting identifications.  Here truth means seeing through some of the mist of illusions within which we lead our daily lives. It means seeing things as they are. Not just “who I think I am,” bu the larger wholeness.  Not just what I want, but what wants to be lived through me.  In this way, dramatic truth is a route to the sublime, the divine.  This desire to uncover the truth is the essence of what Joseph Campbell called “the way of tragic affirmation”

-it was not the intention of tragedies to make the audience feel sad and pitying

-pity is one of the two tragic emotions identified by Aristotle.  The other is terror.  This terror is a cousin of the terror in thrillers.  James Joyce defined pity as the tragic emotion that connects us to “whatsoever is grave and constant in human suffering,” and links us to the human sufferer.  Terror is the tragic emotion that connects us to “whatsoever is grave and constant in human suffering,” and links us to the secret cause of the suffering

-the tragic sense is simply to affirm, to say yes to the circumstances of life

-the paradoxical intertwining of our faults and virtues is an untidy nuisance we tend to push into the background.  We pragmatists have little taste for paradox

-the terror of tragedy bursts in upon us like a clap of thunder.  It terrifies us simultaneously with what we could be - and what we are, nestled in our comfort zones

-the terror has not to do with how great the outer forces constraining us are, but how vast the living force inside us is, what it might do if it got free - and what it might demand of us.  Tragic heroes, properly speaking, are not victims, neither of outer circumstances nor of their own impulses.  They are people for whom a radical integrity, being at one with one’s destiny, has inverted the usual hierarchy of values

-we all, in one way or another, move toward a destiny, be it tragic, pathetic, comic, or ironic

-drama shows us characters presented with alternate paths, paths not entirely of their own choosing but in accord with something in their own nature, the inner tension between their status quo mode and a universal need.  The choice at the climax is the choice of a destiny.  When the character chooses in favor of the repressed need, she is picking a more conscious destiny that will continue to unfold into the future

-the endpoint is less the issue than the process of growth through crisis that leads to greater risk and authenticity

-the dramatic curve itself is a testimony to the enduring force of a more primal level of psyche.  The cure exists in the body, in the nervous system where body and mind meet.  This is why drama cannot be adequately described as an argument, theorem, or proof

-climax is the point of a catharsis in drama.  Yes, the throughline questions are answered, and this is greatly satisfying.  There is a release of tension.  But here is where a dramatic climax differs from the punch line to a joke: in the quality of that release. Though the ritual function of catharsis has been forgotten, the physical experience is as alive in our bodies as it was in those of ancient peoples.  The psychic energy that has been dammed up over the course of the drama is released at the climax, and it flows down and out of the body when the throughline dramatic questions are answered.  We calm down. This, too, seems to be part of an instinctual response pattern, or rather, an archetypal pattern that encompasses both an instinctual and a psychological aspect.  It is impossible to separate the one from the other, as they irrupt together into awareness. The experience of catharsis belongs to rituals of death and renewal found all over the world.

-the “purification” or “purgation” of the emotions of the spectator of the tragedy though his experience of pity and terror

-the viewer’s awareness is directed from the character’s mode - their precious “who I think I am,” which is shown to die - toward a larger, evolving self.  The mode is shown to be illusory in the sense of relative, not fixed, and final.  It is a stage in the evolution of the self, a costume it has momentarily put on and grown attached to.  Once the attachment has become concretized, the journey of death and renewal becomes necessary in order to free the deeper movement to proceed.  The mode itself is not wrong; it is perhaps only outmoded.  It is the “Stuck” quality of the attachment that becomes “wrong” in terms of being against one’s own best interests, against one’s own instinct toward growth and fulfillment

-tragedy and comedy are the terms of a single mythological theme and experience which includes them both and which they bound: the down-going and the up-coming (kathodos, and anodos), which together constitute the 

revelation that is life, and which the individual is to know and love if he is to be purged (katharsis = purgatorio) of the contagion of sin (disobedience of divine will) and death (identification with the mortal form)

-resolution is directly connected to catharsis.  When the great dramatic tension is released at the climax, we literally fall away from the screen.  This is the precise point where the energy shifts from one level to another. The cathartic release is a moment where we are open to receive a new pattern, and at precisely this moment we are most intimately bonded to the hero

-dramatic growth through crisis brings the hero’s universal need to consciousness via a “grow or die” situation, “so that what is weak within him is purged away and only the strong elements remain,” thus releasing the universal level of his personality into play in the world

-we witness a union of opposites in the character.  As it happens in the hero, it is modeled in potential for the audience.  This is part of what is meant by catharsis, and why we feel cleansed and purged of violent affect through the drama.  In the resolution, the hero exhibits a freedom to be (freedom from the old attitudes limited by overidentification with the mode).  The freedom is not so much an indication of ego mastery, as it is a suggestion of the nonduality of hero and world, and thus, by extension, of audience and world

-love stories are catalyzed by a meeting of the eyes that signals mutual interest, and an opening of the heart

-a successful movie, song, or building finds a balance of tension and harmony through form.  When the form fits, we have an experience of rightness and of meaning.  We seem to have an innate need to articulate the flux of tension and release within ourselves into dynamic patterns or gestalts

-a movie drama is also structured as a language in itself.  Within the Plot Curve of tension and release, there is a grammar of storytelling.  Each step has its specific function in the grammar of the whole, all of it carried by waves of tension and release

The Journey in Four Movements
-we are moving from the broad outline toward greater detail and specificity.  Here we start to look at what makes each act work, while supporting our understanding of the broader premises of drama

-the three-act structure coordinates with four “musical movements as follows:

-the first movement in the “key signature” of Desire, begins with the opening of the film, seeds the throughline dramatic questions at the catalyst/Call to Adventure, and ends with Threshold Crisis/threshold crossing from the Day World into the Night World that ends Act I

-the second movement, Deception, begins with the immediate consequences of the Threshold Crisis, includes a relatively inward-turning period of wounding and recovery in which the primary relationship (or love interest) takes on greater importance, and climaxes with the Core Crisis in the middle of Act II

-Discovery, the key signature of the third movement, finds the conflict deepening as the hero journeys toward a catastrophic “grow or die” point.  Here, in the second half of Act II, the hero discovers the limits of his mode and watches it fail, as the pressure to see and respond in a new way grows. The catastrophe that ends Act II climaxes this movement

-the fourth movement, Destiny, corresponds to Act III of the screenplay structure as commonly conceived, and gives the audience both the peak climax that answers the throughline dramatic questions and the resolution that communicates the theme of the movie to the audience

-Act I of the screenplay structure comprises the first movement, in musical terms, played in the key of Desire

-the first images of a movie give the viewer specific information in a very compressed way. The opening images, the first two or three minutes of the movie, contain the most compressed and concentrated visual story-telling

-the images must be very well chosen and suggestive.  The opening has to carry us over a threshold out of our everyday world.  And it is also an induction, which teaches the audience how to look at this movie.  We are already establishing a style and a subtext, a subliminal relationship with the audience

-what we must establish in these first minutes, narratively and stylistically, includes:

-Idiom, Genre, Pace, Tone, Scale, Point of View, Day World of Story, Flaw in the Status Quo of this World

-we may also introduce the main character, in which case we must nail the character’s mode

-the audience is not ready to absorb the impact of the dramatic catalyst and move with the story until these above stylistic elements are in place

-in general, all of these stylistic elements are connected to the journey the main character will take, and thus to the need/mode split, the Day World/Night World split, and the theme of the movie

-some qualitative differences between character-driven stories and genre stories.  These are two storytelling modes with different emphases.  In genre movies, since character is a function of plot and plot is function of the genre, the genre elements are normally established and emphasized first.  A second reason for this is because the genre elements comprise a quick, shorthand language to take us into the world of the thriller or melodrama

-the setup of a character-driven story must be more individualized to fit the protagonist and her journey

-likewise, an ensemble story requires its own specific approach.  We must always determine what the audience needs to know in order to orient themselves to a specific story before the plot begins

-status quo worlds each carry their own flaw, the seed of their own dissolution.  They do this by the very fact they are status quo: there is something defensively static and counter to the flowing nature of life.  The stability of a world, whether it be of an individual, a relationship, a family, or a society, is bought at the price of the splitting off and suppression of disharmonious elements.  The security we create is always a false security, a false comfort, if it takes us out of the flow of life in favor of a rigidly defended comfort zone

-usually at the opening the flaw is already present, but hidden.  It may be hiding under a mask, a false truce, behind-the-scenes betrayal, or the simple self-betrayal of our personal illusions and naïveté

-in most cases, the main character is “between two worlds,” and is already something of an outsider.  Or he is waking up to the realization that life is out of sync. This situation causes the hidden flaw to resonate out of the subtext

-that first subliminal question (which is not yet the throughline plot question) already presents the theme of the movie in seed form

-the dramatic catalyst that gets the plot moving is the Call to Adventure for the main character.  This one event unifies the outer and inner dimensions of the story

-an important checklist of questions to ask while writing a screenplay:


-does the catalyst event raise the throughline plot question?  


-does it generate a plot goal appropriate to the hero and the nature of the movie?


-how does the hero’s plot goal specify his mode?


-how does the catalyst help to bring together the emotional network?  Who else is involved?


-how does the Call to Adventure foreshadow the Night World of Act II?


-what stakes are established or implied on the plot and need/mode levels?

-the audience, after all, accepts every piece of information on faith as part of a meaningful pattern

-in a serious drama, melodrama, or thriller, the blunder-dimension of the call generates dread, a sense of terror, doom, or difficulty

-in a comedy, the blunder-dimension foreshadows comic chaos and laughter

-the nature of the call sets up the hero’s relationship to the flaw in the status quo world, which in turn reflects a seismic fault line within themselves.  We make this need/mode fault line active in the story through the blind spot in the mode.  This blind spot is one of the key elements to identify in the main character

-through the blind spot, we begin to get a feeling for the character’s relationship to the shadow, which signals subtextually the nature of the Night World they will enter and the trials they will endure

-call as encounter points to what is happening in the Story Molecule at the catalyst.  The dramatic event that catalyses the outer plot acts as an establishing incident for the emotional network, especially the primary relationship

-as the dramatic catalyst “ties the knot” of destiny that binds hero and antagonist together, which will not be united until the resolution, we also have the primary relationship implicated as well.  The primary relationship character is pulled into the conflict through alliances that form at this point.  This will constellate dramatic triangles.  It is very good to bring the triangle together visually, so the audience can compare the three characters and the bonds between them.

-using triangles at the catalyst is an important tool for orchestrating your characters.  The general rules for character orchestration are heightened here, because we are witnessing the characters just at the moment when the throughline dramatic stakes are being set.  What we really want to focus on is: what is the difference between the way each character views what is happening right now, in the dramatic present, and how does that nail each character’s mode?

-using the emotional network at the catalyst to orchestrate the characters, and using the character to foreshadow the dramatic development, is an opportunity we as screenwriters don’t want to miss

-actions have consequences.  It would be fair to say that the entire dramatic curve is ultimately the consequence of the catalyst/call.  But in the scenes of Act I just following the catalyst, we have the immediate consequences to look at.  The most important of these are to define a clear and concrete plot goal and to show the first step the hero makes toward that goal.  These two critical bits of exposition will define the throughline action of the movie

-the old wisdom would say not to add elements unless they are necessary to tell the story because they will in fact detract from the clarity and concentration of the throughline.  However, the stretch of Act I, between catalyst and crisis is the place where subplots are initiated, especially those long-term subplots with thematic value: parallel subplots and intersecting subplots.  There is a natural opportunity for this here because, as the hero responds to the catalyst and makes first steps toward his plot goal, the impact of his action is rippling out into the world of the story

-it is here after the catalyst, that we will sketch in the other members of the emotional network, including those characters carrying the subplots.  Along with subplots that will run through the story, thematic images, leitmotifs, running gags, red herrings, and other secondary elements that enrich the fabric of the story are “sown” at this point, to be “harvested” later in Act II.  Normally subplots must be initiated after the catalyst, once the plot throughline question has been set in the audience’s mind

-the Threshold Crisis is the major event that ends Act I.  Everything in the story thus far has been leading to this crisis.  We could justifiably call the Threshold Crisis the “climax of the setup.”  So the crisis is not merely an event that hooks into the story and spins it in another direction

-the dramatic element is that the crisis is an inevitable consequence of the main character’s desire.  Because of desire, the hero starts moving toward a goal that will fulfill the desire.  That movement in itself creates conflict; it sets up a collision course with the antagonist.  Superficially, the crisis may appear to come from the outside, yet its ultimate source is deep within the hero, calling a destiny upon himself

-the outer plot and the need/mode conflict are not two separate things; they are two faces of the same process

-the crisis is fundamentally the intersection of two lines.  The outer plotline is that the hero’s forward momentum carries him into the threshold guardian, who blocks his passage.  The result is an antagonistic reaction by the threshold guardian against either the hero’s goal, the hero himself, or both.  The inner line that intersects with this is that the crisis is the point where the blind spot, presumption, or inflation in the hero’s mode has concrete negative consequences

-normally it is this inner self-betrayal that actually occurs first and precipitates the outer plot crisis, but is only recognized as such by the audience in hindsight.  And frequently the main character remains oblivious to his or her own part in the events until Act II

-the unrecognized self-betrayal puts the audience ahead of the character: we know more than the hero does, even if this is a subtextual, subliminal knowing.  This situation tends to generate greater empathy for the hero

-typically, the Threshold Crisis Story Step leads with either the attack aspect or the threshold crossing aspect in the foreground.  A more complete handling of the crisis may articulate and make us aware of both aspects.  Working with both together, we can create a complex and satisfying end to Act I.

-it is first of all important to differentiate between a movie’s Day World and Night World, and then to externalize the threshold between them so that the audience can have a direct experience of it.  The simplest and most visual way to do this is by shifting to a new location, one which is dramatically, thematically, and visually significant as a Night World place

-if there is no physical change in location to indicate that we are moving into the Night World, then we must see some other change in the situation of the hero

-it turns out that the outer plot crisis acts as the catalyst for the primary relationship or love interest in the emotional network, and often for a nexus of relationship.  The crisis turns the primary relationship from an incidental relationship into a necessary relationship.  The two characters in that relationship are now bound together in one common destiny.  The incidental relationship in Act I is on a level of social roles

-the relationship is catalyzed at the end of Act I because the outer crisis creates a necessary alliance or emotional bond between the two characters.  Usually the bond has already been implied, even if we see the future lovers or partners of Act II fighting like cats and dogs in Act I

-this starts a new line of dramatic development going, the dramatic throughline of the emotional network level.  The primary relationship line will have its own catalyst, crisis, catastrophe, and climax.  The rising conflict of this line will raise the stakes in the outer plotline.  Its resolution will contribute to the overall theme of the movie.  These two lines will continue to interweave and intersect at key points through Act II, most notably at the Core Crisis Story

-catalyzing this relationship also means that the two characters enter a shared energy field, which may be defined as love, friendly rivalry, competition, mutual antagonism, or aspects of all of these.  The three key aspects to pay attention to in development are: the characters are bound together by outer and inner forces, they cross over into the Night World together with no way back to the status quo, and they make or recognize a commitment to one another

-this E-N line is also called the “relationship arc” of the primary relationship

-the falling action of the Threshold Crisis Story Step carries us deep into the territory of Act II.  The scenes that follow really belong to Act II, but let’s keep in mind this one flow of action.  A blend of worlds makes a smooth bridge between acts

-furthermore, as Act I ends with the hero attacked and wounded, losing control, mode starting to crack, it should be clear to the audience that the hero is now farther away from the plot goal than he was before the crisis event.  It should also be clear that this is a point of no return
-because if the hero could escape at this point back to the status quo comfort zone, in all likelihood he would.  This is also part of the dramatic construction of the crisis: it smashes the status quo ante.  There is no return; there is only movement forward into the unknown

-this is why the Threshold Crisis warrants careful thought and construction.  When it works, the instinct set of fight-or-flight, with its sudden release of adrenaline, is awakened in the audience as well, in emphatic identification with the hero.  There is a mind-heart-body bond between them, which is where you want the audience to be

-the dramatic crisis touches us not only because the protagonist hits an obstacle or threat.  There is also a value at stake which the character holds dear, and which has its own feeling tone.  By using the tools of focusing we have introduced to explore this complex – made up of a crisis event, a threatened value, and a feeling-tone associated with it – we learn how to approach the crises of our characters on a more comprehensive level

-the threatened core value is embedded in a way of looking at the world – a mode – and the entire mode, the “who I think I am,” is threatened by the crisis. Whether or not the character’s core value is one we personally identify with, we can all relate to crisis moments when we feel our core, our identity, called into question.  Through the universal feeling state of the crisis, the audience feels connection with the hero’s mode value.  This is why a screenplay must be clear about the values attached to the protagonist’s mode and need.  These deep audience identifications with the hero’s mode form the ultimate dramatic engine at this point.  The tension of mode and need values need not be voiced aloud, but they need to be set up as a dialectic of opposites in order for the entire story line to come across 

powerfully 

-in short, it is motive.  As we go into Act II, we want the difference in the values motivating the hero and the antagonist to be clearly defined for the audience

-“Deception” is suggestive, because deception can mean both betrayal and disappointment.  Together they capture the flavor of the moment we find ourselves in after the falling action of the crisis, a combination of self-betrayal, woundedness, and depression

-this is where we are after we have crossed into the Night World, and the road slopes down from there.  A subliminal anxiety animates every scene of Act II, because we have set the stakes high through the Threshold Crisis and threshold crossing.  What we see as we enter Act II are the consequences of that crisis

-an action is only real for us if we see it to have consequences.  How is the hero wounded, and how gravely?  The first movement of Act II takes us from this experience of wounding and having the hero’s trajectory toward his plot goal blocked, through a natural inward turn of the hero’s libido, development of the primary relationship, and, finally recovery and new steps toward the plot goal

-the first point – a double point – necessary for Act II to work will already have been set at the end of Act I.  This is to subtextually project the inevitable endpoint to Act II, the catastrophe.  Doing so simultaneously sets both the trajectory and the stakes for Act II.  As we have said, the trajectory and stakes are set by the antagonist.  The antagonist’s determination, resources, and, we can say, level of evil tells us what he is capable of, how high he can raise the stakes in Act II

-the very nature of the action makes the end point of Act II inevitable, without it there would be no story

-by the way we show the audience the consequences of the hero’s wound and letting that sink in, we are reinforcing the plot impact of the Threshold Crisis Story Step on a more intimate, emotional level.  This touches the audience in a more personal way.  The moment need not be long, but if it is missing, the audience will not connect strongly with the main character

-this connection with the audience needs to be stressed, because the first half of Act II is the part of the plot curve where it is easiest to lose the audience

-it is important that the audience’s subtextual question going into Act II carries more risk than the question posed at the catalyst

-the difficulty for the screenwriter comes because, for the moment, the hero is wounded and powerless.  There is no effective step she can take toward her goal.  Yet the audience has been led by the Threshold Crisis to expect immediately rising dramatic intensity.  This is a paradox that can only be resolved by shifting the story to another level and generating new stakes on that level

-subtext and libido.  For a dramatic beat or two, the focus and drive of the story has to be carried by the subtext, and we must have faith in that, just as visually we need moments when the character is “doing nothing”

-these moments allow us to look inside the character.  And what do we “see” there? The root subtext, the basis of both the outer plot conflict and the love interest relationship, is the need/mode tension within the main character.  We need to see the point where the hero has been blocked by the threshold guardian not as an absence of action, but, in a positive sense, as a necessary point where the conflict is driven to a deeper level

-his metaphor for libido was flowing water, a river.  It is natural for the libido to flow toward objects of interest or desire (i.e. the plot goal).  But when we cannot reach our object of desire, the flow of libido is blocked.  This is like damning up a river.  A reservoir of libido then forms and builds up under pressure, until it finds another outlet.  The outer movement is blocked, but the inner tension is rising
-the new direction is into the emotional network, into the primary relationship, which has been catalyzed at the end of Act I.  The flux of libido is the main character, based on the fact that the mode is starting to disintegrate, is the inner necessity that motivates the shift of the story at this point in Act II

-meanwhile, the outer plot tension is put into the background as we turn to the audience’s attention to the emotional network.  The outer plot question is not dropped; it is suspended.  What’s the difference?  We are in effect rotating the Story Molecule at this point.  Through Act I, the outer plot events have been in the foreground; they constituted the text of Act I.  The primary relationship has simultaneously been established in the background, in the subtext

-often at this point the hero has escaped temporarily to a safe haven, but we know the antagonist is hunting

-in order to keep the outer plot tension rising, we need to be reminded of the outer plot stakes, and that it is the antagonist at this point who has the advantage.  These reminders can take different forms

-but we need to see that this pressure from the plot conflict also has an impact on how the primary relationship develops

-the emotional content of the love interest scenes is underpinned by the Night World feelings that are welling up in the main character.  The dramatic intensity is also rising because the hero is descending, breaking down, losing control.  Often the primary relationship is unusual, out of the ordinary

-but the extraordinary conditions of the Night World change everything.  This primary relationship is under extraordinary stresses because of the pressure from both the outer situation and the hero’s inner breakdown.  Of course, that serves to make the new bond all the more intense, edgy, and erotically charged

-the journey into the Night World that occupies Act II is always a symbolic journey

-we want to point out that the dimensions of this journey are communicated directly to the audience’s subconscious

-realism is the style, the medium, but the Night World effect comes directly from the archetypal level of story, the archetypal structure of the Road of Trials.  We contemplate death and mortality through a wounding and this opens the soul

-even if the hero has escaped to a safe haven, there has indeed been a death: of a status quo way of life, a relationship, an innocence, a comfort zone.  This loss is universal experience.  We journey down into the wound

-this is most fundamentally a descent into fear and uncertainty.  The hero must meet a heightened outer danger while at the same time feeling inwardly wounded, disempowered, disoriented, and regressed.  Fight-or-flight instincts are unleashed, swamping the capacity of the ego to make coolheaded judgments

-the destruction of the status quo leaves the protagonist without a viable life-role, a rider without horse.  The hero has become “No Man” in a spiritual labyrinth

-typically, at the beginning of Act II we see the hero constrict around the wound and try in some way to re-establish the old status quo.  This defensive gesture actually drives the problem to a deeper level

-the function of the Road of Trials is to strip away all the ego-wrappings until the character “hits the wall” and the old mode – or the hero’s overidentification with it – dies.  Constriction may paradoxically lead to opening.  The experience of death has been called “the great opener.”  Facing death, one has nothing left to lose.  In this way, the death of the mode may open the possibility of Initiation, a new start.  The Night World in the first half of Act II gives a tone and a context to facing death: physical, moral, or emotional.  But it takes the entire second act for the hero to undergo the process of breakdown

-the first movement of Act II establishes a new center of interest and a new level of conflict.  What had been a purely external conflict now takes on a more personal, feeling-toned dimension – without resolving the outer problem.  These two levels of conflict are linked both causally and thematically, so they reinforce one another.  The rising dramatic intensity is not only quantitatively greater; it has more color, nuance, and immediacy.  This primary relationship has its own dramatic curve, thus it must have its own crisis and threshold crossing

-the Core Crisis is the pivot between the two movements of Act II

-we call the Core Crisis the “crucible of character,” because the midpoint very often foreshadows whether the hero will ultimately grow or die

-one of the keys to great screenwriting is knowing how to “seed” or foreshadow events and how to “harvest” images and moments from earlier in the story, thus bringing the entire drama into the present for the viewer.  The Core Crisis, the pivot between the first half of the drama and the second half, is the most important point in the screenplay where this happens, and a good place to demonstrate how it works

-on the outer plot level, the Core Crisis acts as a pivot because it points both backward and forward.  Pointing backward, it evokes the Call to Adventure and reminds us of the hero’s plot goal.  Because this is when, after a wounding and period of recovery, the hero is once again ready to reassert himself and take active steps toward either the original plot goal or toward a somewhat revised plot goal still in keeping with the character’s mode.  By getting back on track toward the plot goal, we are also reminded of where the outer plot was headed

-but this determination to get back on track is in an entirely new context – that of a highly charged primary relationship.  That relationship now makes its own demands and arrives at an emotional crisis and threshold crossing, a point of no return.  The crisis/threshold crossing in the primary relationship happens on the E-N level of 

the Story Molecule at the same time that the outer plot pivot is happening on that level.  Each simultaneously causes and is caused by the other.  The crisis/threshold crossing in the relationship is when that relationship has consequences
-this is how outer plot and emotional network levels collide at the Core Crisis: the emotional crisis in the relationship is sparked by the immediate plot situation

-the Threshold Crisis at the end of Act I ties the two characters together in a knot of shared destiny.  The present relationship threshold makes them necessary to each other emotionally and spiritually.  Every true relationship opens us to being changed by the other, changed at the level of our core feelings and values.  This is the key to how the primary relationship takes the story deeper from this point on, and why we also call it the “transformational relationship.”  It is via this relationship that the deepest level of change will be constellated in the hero.  This is true even if it does not lead a love relationship in any conventional sense

-the actual scene content of the Core Crisis is much less predictable than at the catalyst, Threshold Crisis, catastrophe, or climax.  There is nothing in the Hero’s Journey model that corresponds to this point.  The Core Crisis grows specifically out of the dynamics of drama, but it is much more definite than simply “more complications.”  This may be the first time in the story when we see the main character, if only for a moment, lower his mask and reveal his true self

-in many other cases, this is a point where the character’s backstory wound awakens; it may be revealed or indirectly pointed to

-thus, through the emotional network crisis, an even deeper level of conflict is activated.  This is the core existential conflict: who am I?  The outer plot midpoint also acts as the catalyst for the core inner conflict of the main character.  We know this conflict has always been there, running beneath the surface in the subtext.  But at this point it becomes an actual, active conflict.  We can specify that this core question that becomes an identity crisis, “Who I am,” in this context really means, “Am I identical with my mode?”

-now we have three active lines of conflict, following each other like a musical figure.  The Threshold Crisis of the outer plot catalyzes the primary relationship.  Then the plot midpoint/pivot acts as a crisis in the emotional network, and this emotional crisis catalyzes the core need/mode conflict of values

-it becomes evident that the Core Crisis, beyond its role as a horizontal pivot in the outer plot, is also a vertical pivot in the depth dimension of the story

-the balance is beginning to tip in favor of the unconscious need.  The mode has already broken down to such a point that a countervalue can assert itself.  Up to the Core Crisis, though the mode has shown its flaws and has started breaking down, there has been no question of the main character’s allegiance to it.  The hero has not been able to imagine an alternative; that would imply being another person.  Now, while the universal need is in itself still unconscious, the primary relationship takes its part and champions it indirectly.  This is why the primary relationship or love interest character, in orchestrating the emotional network, is not merely attractive in a generic use, but is attractive specifically because that person embodies the need value.  This embodiment makes the need concrete for the audience while keeping it in the subtext

-at the Core Crisis we are setting up the two competing – yet secretly complementary – values between which the hero must choose at the climax.  The horizontal and vertical pivots turn on each other

-while the first half of Act II takes the main character and the audience on something of an inward turn leading to the engagement of deeper levels of conflict, the second half of Act II now focuses all of this conflict with building momentum toward the catastrophe.  The catastrophe will end the act and send us directly into the climax.  The story picks up momentum because the hero is ready again to take steps toward the plot goal, often with a somewhat adjusted strategy

-whereas at the Threshold Crisis ending in Act I the antagonist ahs taken the dramatic beat or momentum in the story, at the Core Crisis the hero takes it back.  Yet we must not forget that we are in the Night World, and every step forward is also a step closer to the antagonist.  From the Core Crisis onward, every decision the hero makes is moving toward the catastrophe, the “grow or die” moment where he must finally face the imperative to let go of the old way of seeing 

-thus the second movement of Act II falls under the signs of Discovery and Reversal.  The hero may feel that he is moving forward, may think that now he really knows what’s going on, and imagine seeing light at the end of the 

tunnel.  But since he has not yet faced the most difficult trials, this optimism can be a self-delusion.  Moving deeper into the Night World, the hero is moving deeper into the “aura” of the antagonist’s power

-up to this point in Act II, the main character may have made some minor adjustments to his mode, strategic adjustments.  But he has still pursued the same goal, with basically the same attitude – the same motive.  Exactly because of the proactive success at the Core Crisis, we often see the hero try to repress the weakness of his earlier wound and revert back to the original motivation and attitude.  Or he may believe that the superficial change “has done the trick.”  So there is often a moment of premature elation, a psychic inflation

-superficial change is a subtle, backhanded way of trying to retain the old status quo and shows that the process of breakdown is only half done.  The essence of dramatic conflict is still unresolved.  But the Core Crisis on the level of the emotional network touches the hero’s longing for love, trust, understanding, acceptance: for healing and the positive bonding we are capable of at our best.  The universal, unconscious need is stirring, though still unrecognized by the hero.  The call now is not only to win on the outer level – but to become someone new
-because the main character is moving actively toward her plot goal once again, it is natural at this point in the story to define and set the stakes for the audience via a framing question for this third dramatic movement.  While the hero’s end goal will remain constant, the immediate stakes, and the path to get there, may have become both more specific and more perilous

-as the two sides, protagonist and antagonist, converge in the second half of Act II, we have a comparison of the two values behind their motives.  This is to say that we as screenwriters want to find the opportunity to provide this comparison for the audience.  It becomes, in fact, one of the most important pieces of exposition in this part of Act II because it “seeds,” a key subtext for the climax.  On the level of core values, the audience will have a subliminal sense of what is at stake, giving a depth dimension to the climatic showdown

-the comparison of values in the second half of Act II foreshadows the choice of values the hero is normally forced to make at the climax, and thus is an essential underpinning for the theme

-during this phase of the story following the Core Crisis, the resistance/delusion on the part of the main character is typically the fantasy that somehow she can have both.  At the catastrophe that will end Act II however, it will appear certain that she shall have neither.  Discovery will lead to reversal.  This is the essence of this second movement of Act II

-we cannot expect this mode, with which the main character is identified, to break down as long as there is any way out.  So the catastrophe must be, by definition, a point where there is no way out

-on a structural level, all of the Story Steps from the Core Crisis to the catastrophe serve to build the double bind into which the main character falls, as into a trap.  And the double bind is indeed the trap from which there is no way out

-a double bind, most simply put, is a situation where there is no possible correct action – and at the same time, you must act

-the hero is confronted with what she cannot have as long as she clings to the old mode, while at the same time the old pattern makes a desperate attempt to hang on.  Through the double bind, the stakes on each level of the Story Molecule flow together and tower over the character’s head

-the first step toward the double bind is in fact the fantasy the hero creates for himself at the Core Crisis.  Unable yet to face the contrary demands of the mode (represented by the plot goal), and the need (represented by the primary relationship), the character goes into a state of denial.  This denial can take a variety of forms: wishing the problem will go away, procrastinating on a key ethical decision, maintaining a belief that it will be clear sailing from here on, or adopting a willful blindness to the facts at hand

-all of these fantasies share a quality of wishful thinking. When the bubble pops, the hero is left staring at the conflict of opposites in all its naked glory and dread.  It becomes suddenly clear that he cannot have both, and the character has no response to this predicament.  He is simply crucified between the opposites, which are now polarized and tearing the hero apart.  This is the second step of the double bind

-very often, this is where a late second-act reversal occurs: what looked like the best thing that could happen turns out to be the worst thing that could happen

-this overwhelming conflict pushes the hero to a breaking point, a last, desperate attempt to keep the old mode going.  This third step ties the knot of the double bind and is the immediate setup for the catastrophe.  The outburst 

itself proves the hero’s impotence and sends her into the Night of the Soul in a raw, weakened, vulnerable position.  The ego-wrappings have indeed been pulled away

-catastrophe literally means “a downward stroke”

-the catastrophe in the classical tragedy was the point where, after some success in resisting or evading the will of the gods, the human hero’s fortunes turn against him.  For a while he has been rising, inflated by hubris (immoderate pride or psychic excess), but now he is about to “hit the wall.”  The gods are about to descend and crush the hero.  The catastrophe is like the breath of the gods sending a chill down our spines

-in a well-done tragedy, the catastrophe has a power to touch us viscerally in a very peculiar way

-instinct and archetype are two faces of the same deep patterns.  There is a psycho-physiological component to the archetype of the plot curve.  Tragedy has the power to constellate this reaction – the goose bumps, the hair standing up, the sinking stomach – in such a way that we are able to isolate and identify it.  Yet, because it is part of a general instinctual/archetypal pattern, it is always implicit in the catastrophe that ends Act II.  It lies in the story’s archetypal subtext, from whence it resonates directly in the subconscious of the viewer

-we have described the journey of breakdown and breakthrough as a journey to recover lost energy.  It is a spontaneous movement to overcome dissociation by coming down out of the head and reconnecting with instincts, with the primal wisdom in the body

-re-forming and renewing the relationship between the ego and the unconscious matrix in a way that yields greater wholeness and conscious integration

-we can see that a sequence of instinctual responses – the desire/fear duality, the fight-or-flight instinct, and now a “grow or die” imperative – is released in the audience itself.  Drama does put us directly in touch with life energies that for most of us have been seriously weakened through repression and being “civilized” in the wrong way.  Here, at the end of Act II, the coordinated appearance of this transrational feeling state in both the hero onscreen and the audience in the theater creates a bond of tremendous intimacy between them

-on a psychological/mythical level, this is the Night of the Soul, leading to symbolic death, the annihilation of the ego’s identification with a mode or life-role.  In designing the actual catastrophe sequence, it can help to ask ourselves: What is the worst thing, in the context of the story, that could happen to my character?

-the “worst thing” must always be a real story event that can be put on the screen with the emotional and archetypal impact of catastrophe, because this is the event toward which all of the section of Act II is moving

-the catastrophe is not merely “hitting the wall” in the outer plot.  There is catastrophe on every level of the Story Molecule.  Three catastrophes coincide and reinforce each other in one sequence.  This gives us the feeling that everything is being stripped away from the hero until he is naked as the goddess Inanna entering the Underworld.  Thus the catastrophe is the point of greatest dramatic intensity so far in the story

-at the catastrophe, the hero appears to die – physically, emotionally, and morally.  All three are implicated in the catastrophe, even in comedy, because comedy, as mentioned, always plays off a serious premise.  The emotions unleashed by the utter breakdown of the character’s mode – while his universal need is still unconscious – are globally irrational.  The ego function of the conscious mind has gone into eclipse

-the catastrophe is the point where the backstory wound crashes into the present and the subtext crashes into the text: the character lives the catastrophe through the eyes of a frightened, wounded child

-to emphasize the moral death of the character’s core motivating value, the antagonist often offers him a last chance to sell out.  And it is at this point, absolutely pushed to the wall, that something decisively new may flip in the character: a breakthrough much like Kierkegaard’s “existential leap”

-the initiation, or inner climax, of the character sometimes appears right in the midst of this Night of the Soul

-when we are driven to the breaking point and lose control like this, out gut response is primal rage, rage that is ventilated in a spontaneous outburst.  The rage may have a moral component, but more deeply, and more accurately, it is the naked will to live: physically, emotionally, ethically.  The damned-up primal life energy is finally released.  This is what we often see in a catastrophe sequence

-you can’t solve your problem at the same level of consciousness that created the problem.  Ventilation of anger takes us into an altered state of consciousness where we may spontaneously jump to a new awareness.  The transformational energies are moving.  Ventilation comes out of the gut, out of the unqualified life-energy, just like the karate master’s shout before breaking bricks

-the outburst cuts right through the contradictory emotions of the double bind.  It takes the character beyond the ego in a way that is instinctively “right” – in terms of supporting survival through breaking down an inappropriate attitude and releasing energy

-right and wrong at such moments melt down into a single is.  Grow or die

-one thing that happens through the ventilation is that the character leaps into the absolute present.  Past and Future disappear, and with them anticipation and regret.  In fact, it is potentially a state beyond all mental dualities.  Breakthrough is a break through duality into a new unity.  It is beyond the character’s old mode, her old way of seeing herself and the world.  This is the reason that the ventilation appearing as a character’s last desperate outburst can paradoxically clear the way for a new imprinting, a new possibility or potential, and a new “birth.”  It could be considered a moment of existential truth

-specifically in the screenplay, it is the character’s potential to see the dramatic conflict from a fresh point of view.  It is said that the point of power in the life is in the present.  By cutting through the carcass of the dead mode, ventilation makes the resolution of the character’s inner need/mode conflict possible.  She is freed to find a new solution to the plot conflict

-with this ventilation, the deepest truth of the character is coming out, just when she seems to have lost everything

-the horror of the catastrophe makes present the power of the archetype of the dying and resurrected god

-in the dialectical structure of thesis – antithesis – synthesis, all of Act II has been taken up with the antithetical force, specifically the breakdown of the mode under pressure and the emergence of its antithesis, the unconscious need.  The catastrophe has taken that process of breakdown as far as it can go.  We arrive at the moment of truth.  Will the hero grow or die?  

-if the ventilation has successfully carried away the old mode, we have already had a discovery of a more comprehensive personality. But still to be enacted is how that discovery becomes lived as Destiny in the outer world.  The destiny the character makes for himself as a consequence of inner change, or of a tragic inability to change, comprises the Climax that dominates Act III

-this is where all the throughline questions must be answered, one for each level of the Story Molecule.  The dialectical model suggests yet another aspect or dimension to Act III: synthesis, some integration of the two opposing sides.  Or, to follow the musical analogy: in Act III, as part of the synthesis we are in effect returning to the “home key” as we here resolve the questions that were posed way back in Act I. In the context of the Hero’s Journey, we are returning to the Day World – carrying the boon of the Night World journey with us. This may also take the form of a violent collision between the Day World and the Night World at the climax

-the climax is where much that had been resonating in the subtext is brought out in the open, yet because the action is compressed into a few minutes of screen time, a lot of it must still be expressed indirectly

-that plot climax, we can now see, is a product of the entire process of Act II.  The very fact that we have arrived at a point of “grow or die” without a resolution means that we are still dealing with indeterminate factors deep within the character

-moving in Act III, we find the most decisive difference between the Hero’s Journey and the Plot Curve models.  The Initiation that follows the Night of the Soul is an inner climax – yet victory in the new trials the hero faces upon returning to the Day World is also a climax

-the concept of the ripple climax: as I change the way I see things, I change my behavior; as I change my behavior, I change my relationships; as I change my relationships, I change my world

-in a movie, as opposed to the mythic model, these waves of climax come boom-boom-boom, one right after the other.  The mythic Initiation corresponds to the inner climax; the new trials corresponds to the outer plot climax

-yet in the Hero Journey model, these two climaxes are separated by the long return journey.  Here, the rhythm of drama is very clearly different from that of myth, because it is operating via the release of physical energies that belong to the curve of sexual response. The mythic wisdom is reshaped by the wave of tension and release

-in effect, the entire third quadrant of the Hero’s Journey model taking place in the Night World is cut out.  Instead, in movies we move directly from inner realization to outer action.  Depending as always upon the genre and idiom of the movie we are making, we may choose to externalize and portray some or all of the steps in that third quadrant which expresses the part of the return still in the Night World

-we may choose this either because of the action potential of the Magic Flight motif, or because return from the 

underworld to the light is central to the movie’s theme.  Normally it is enough, and more economic storytelling, to record a hint or moment of inner shift in the main character, then cut to pick up the character as they are crossing back into the Day World, or as the two worlds are about to collide

-inner and outer sides to the climax will be here, but their exact timing and orchestration must fit the requirements of the story being told

-in the case of the catastrophe, the high suspense generated is not resolved within the sequence.  The suspense is left hanging, and with it, the audience is left hanging on the edge of their seats.  Catastrophe leads directly into the climax, where the dramatic questions will be answered and the dramatic tension will be released

-some kind of small bridge is often needed following the catastrophe to prepare the climax.  We need a moment to breath.  When the catastrophe falls, we gasp and hold our breath.  Now we need to let it out.  This small breathing space that comes after the catastrophe is also the point when its consequences, its ramifications, sink in for us, while at the same time we know that the final confrontation is just ahead.  We call this small story step the “Calm Before the Storm.”  It functions to put one last brake on the action before the headlong rush into the climax

-the sequence between the catastrophe and the climax is where we see, in a hero who is capable of change, that the character’s mode has died – but the character’s self has not.  And in a character who is not changing, we see whether he has now realized the truth about himself and is prepared to meet his destiny in a properly tragic sense, or is doomed to be a pathetic victim

-initiation means “new birth,” and this new birth takes place in the depth of the Night World – in the depth of the psyche.  There needs to be some inner process, lasting months or a fraction of a second, before a character is ready to translate new self-image into changed behavior that we can see.  If we as screenwriters are aware of this, then we can create a resonant, living moment out of it

-the character has in effect to wean himself from the mesmerizing impact of the sublime or horrific experience of death and rebirth he has just had.  But change is beginning to ripple outward.  In the Calm Before the Storm sequence, we suggest or imply this sort of “embryonic journey” from the point of realization to the point of action: from inner to outer climax.  It is a journey back to the threshold of the Day World, which must all be suggested in no more than one or two minutes of screen time

-we are crossing from Discovery to Destiny.  As we have suggested, the return threshold is the boundary of the Day World, of the status quo the hero has left at the end of Act I and which will now have to be decisively confronted.  The main conflict here will be the outer plot climax, but there is sometimes a minor threshold guardian, representing the status quo value, who challenges the hero.  This secondary character serves the function of dramatically externalizing the main character’s internal change

-this kind of a minor threshold guardian externalizes exactly what the hero feels at this moment: alienated from the worldview she left behind long ago, unsure of who she is now, and tempted to be anxious whether she will be permitted back into the world.  The threshold guardian acts in much the same way as the doubter of Act I: clarifying what is at stake at this moment as well as announcing the coming of the main antagonist.  Sometimes it this minor figure who instrumentally brings the protagonist and antagonist crashing together for the climax

-what we can say is that the Calm Before the Storm and return threshold motifs are orchestrated between catastrophe and climax.  Your specific solution must grow out of your own story

-this limited space between catastrophe and climax is also where we resolve any subplots that have not yet been paid off

-the important thing to have in mind here is that we want to use the subplot to build up to the climax, but want to avoid by all means letting the subplot upstage the main plot or the most important throughline.  This means that if a subplot or secondary relationship has great inherent tension or high stakes, we typically perform two operations on it.  First, we find a way to hold back a bit, not play it fortissimo.  Second, we leave it with a hanging resolution that is open-ended enough for the free energy to feed into the climax

-crossing the return threshold, we are already in the energy field of the ripple climax.  The moment of climax has a very special place in both body and psyche

-not only is climax the highest point, but – here we can imagine a wave that is now cresting and breaking – it is also the point that has the greatest depth beneath it.  The climax is where all of the opposites come together, not only those opposites directly constellated in the story as mode and need, persona and shadow, but, implicitly, all 

opposites as such

-then it’s all over, and at the same moment a new reality, a new day, has incomprehensibly appeared.  We are somehow both destroyed and renewed

-these are waves of consequences.  As there is a central dramatic question that goes to the heart of each substory of the Story Molecule, there must also be a climax on each level where that question is answered.  The peak moments cannot all happen at once, but must occur successively as the energies of change ripple out from the main character into the world of the story

-it becomes our task as screenwriters to find the most effective orchestration of the three climaxes that will occur when all three levels are developed.  It is necessary to know what climatic event will answer the dramatic plot throughline questions set up in Act I, but it is equally important to know which level of the story has the most juice for ourselves and the audience.  The most important dramatic question is the one that must be paid off last.  This choice will also ultimately determine what kind of movie we are going to be looking at: the POV, the tone, the style, and where the scenes are going to be spending there time

-this is not always an easy question to answer. In fact, it may be torturously hard

-until we have clearly decided which of the two possibilities must dominate – that is, which level of the story carries the theme – the story development will always be out of focus

-the better question  may be: What is the most dramatic orchestration of the ripple climax?”  Which question needs to get paid off last?  The answer to that question should determine the tone of the second-act development

-the climax as a confrontation between protagonist and antagonist can of course also be played as the final test fro the hero.  In that way it is a symbolic threshold crossing.  In effect, the antagonist is a test of whether the hero has learned his life-lesson

-it is the action of the climax that grabs us, but it is the meaning of the climax that makes it function in the entire story

-because the climax has got so much depth beneath it, the characters lose some of their individuality and become carriers of life-energy and values

-any value whatsoever can be promoted via drama, be it realistic or fatalistic, romantic or pragmatic, optimistic or pessimistic, idealistic or cynical.  A value is projected through the structure of climax, whatever it is the hero-ends up standing for through the orchestration of the climax and how we in the audience are made to feel about it.  It is not simply about winning or losing

-it is the motive, what is meant to the character, that stays with us most deeply after the climax

-the climax itself often provides only rough hints about how it should be evaluated.  The task of bestowing judgments is left to the movie’s resolution

-if new questions arise, then the climax was incomplete and was not set up properly

-a stinger, a reversal of feeling-tone at the very end of the movie. A stinger is a part of the resolution that leaves wiggle-room for the sequel.  It follows the main business of the resolution, which is about consequences.

-the resolution is the “reaction shot” for the whole movie

-every part of the dramatic curve is equally important, because without each part the integrity of the whole is destroyed.  In this case, the prime function of the resolution is to transfer the theme of the movie to the audience.  This can only be done by showing us the consequences of the climax, and giving those consequences an emotional tone and value.  We want to see who’s alive and who’s dead, who’s standing and who’s fallen, who’s together and who’s apart – and what that means for them, and for the audience

-the climax will have impacted on the entire world of the story, thus in the resolution we want to cycle through that world again to see how it has changed.  It is equally important to show us how the characters feel about their new situation

-there is no such thing as a “value-free” movie.  Drama by its very nature is an assertion of value

-we have been on the edge of our seats with our adrenaline pumped up, and now we fall away. As we take a step back, we gain enough objectivity and perspective to ask: what difference did it make?

-in the resolution, we have some moments after the dust has cleared to see a new status quo created or implied (ritual kingship, sacred marriage)

-because the primary relationship has been both the vehicle of transformation for the main character and a symbol 

the newly emerging possibility connected with the universal need, it is most important to show a moment, a final beat in that relationship. Where are the friends or lovers at this point?

-we have to finish the relationship arc, as we do the plot

-it does not raise or answer new questions, but resolves the relationship and the energy we have invested in it

-the resolution is structured to offer us a doorway out of the theater in possession of ourselves, carrying the theme of the movie with us

-as it relates to the last step of the Hero’s Journey, the resolution brings us symbolically full circle, either back to the beginning or to some other image of completeness and wholeness.  Bringing us back to a physical setting from the opening, or to a significant image motif, is a visual way to state completion.  In addition, taking us back to familiar territory highlights what has changed in the hero and the world

-what is the final taste we want the audience to walk out of the theater with?  And what is our own inner investment in that?  Is there some compulsion to make the audience feel good?  Do you want to teach them a lesson, or even punish the audience?

-resolution does not necessarily mean “happy ending.”  Nor does it mean that all plot strands are tied up without a trace of ambiguity

-what resolution does mean is that we see more clearly what the issue was.  Resolution is the power to present a clear image.  Having travelled full circle, we turn and look back at the place where we began.  It is in this often-subliminal act of reflexion/reflection that we take the theme, the most universal level of the story, into ourselves.  The last images, like the first, are the most compressed visual storytelling in the movie because of their potential impact on the audience

Soul of Screenwriting Part IV

Act, Sequence, Scene, Beat

-what we are writing, day after day, are scenes.  It is the scene that carries the absolute present tense of a movie: what is happening right now. The larger structures remain in the background and rather abstract as we write

-yet the scene is where we live or die as writers.  Live and die

-it turns out that the dynamics of a scene are a  miniature of the dynamics of the screenplay.  It turns out, in fact, that a screenplay is a hologram

-that is the unique thing about a hologram, what in fact makes it holistic; the whole is contained in each of its parts. And so it turns out to be with a screenplay as well: the entire dramatic curve is present in each of the dramatic subunits

-each act has its own curve, each sequence and scene have their own curve, until we come down to the very smallest unit of dramatic construction, the beat.  It is in the beat that the entire Aristotelian plot dynamic is anchored

-the presence of the entire dynamic in the smallest unit gives the beat its own curve of tension and release.  If the beat works, the next beat naturally grows out of it.  The beats shape the scene

-thus the larger waves of tension and release that make up the overall movement of Aristotle’s Plot Curve are themselves made up of smaller and smaller wave-forms of the same essential shape

-acts are made up of sequence; sequences are composed of scenes; and scenes take their shapes from the beats within them

-we can review quickly that the acts are the largest structure of meaning in a screenplay

Act I- the setup of the conflict through to the crisis and threshold crossing

Act II – the development of the conflict in the Night World, where the hero’s mode is put under stress and finally breaks down at the catastrophe

Act III – the resolution of the conflict at the climax, and the falling action where we see the dramatic and thematic consequences of the climax

-each act has an organic function in the overall dramatic curve that is not merely arbitrary.  Defining the acts clearly as we structure and write our screenplay allows us to articulate the dramatic energy more powerfully when it gets down to writing the individual scenes.  Because each act has an overall function to fulfill, it must be shaped to perform its function

-acts are made up of sequences.  Sequences can be thought of as the major episodes, or chapters, in the story.  A sequence is a block of action that tells one part of the story.  Usually it is composed of several scenes.  Each of the major plot points in a screenplay is in fact a sequence or a set of sequences that needs time to be articulate onscreen

-Story Steps identify not blocks of action but structures of meaning that are necessary for the story to come across to the audience.  The major “plot point sequences” or Story Steps – catalyst, Threshold Crisis, Core Crisis, catastrophe, and climax – have their own complete dramatic structures.  Each in itself presents a wave of dramatic movement and meaning.  The key difference between these smaller curves and the overall dramatic curve is that the conflict is not resolved at the end of the sequence, but is carried over, unresolved, into the next wave of rising dramatic tension

-the Sixteen Story Steps, those necessary vertebrae that must be in the spine of the story, are closely associated with sequences.  But the Story Steps are not identical to sequences themselves.  Not all sequences fill a major plot point function.  Some sequences are minor, though they are still necessary to tell the story.  They may shade in the emotional network, show us the primary relationship, or take us into the inner world of the character.  A small sequence may be used simply as a transition between acts

-a sequence is a major dramatic episode,  a link in the telling of a story.  Are we using this sequence primarily to construct the outer plot throughline? Do we need it to radiate from the main throughline into a subplot?  Is it a flashback, flash forward, or dream sequence?

-the requirements of the story step will suggest how we may tie the action of a sequence back into the fabric of the narrative in powerful and authentic ways

-we define a scene as the action happening in one place over one continuous period of time

-if there is a time gap, even of only minutes, again there are two scenes.  The scene is dramatic unity: one space and one continuous time

-the point of attack and the point of exit for the scene normally undergo changes as the movie evolves.  But the common goal of writer, director, and editor is always to shape the scene into something dramatically potent

-the scene is where we find that basic Aristotelian dramatic unity, unity of place and unity of time, where we can see the cause-and-effect interconnectedness of human motives and actions demonstrated most clearly

-the old theatrical tradition would say that there is one major dramatic point to be made in each scene, which gives the scene its reason for being. The action and conflict in the scene develop to this point, and when the point is reached, the scene is over

-thus, a single dramatic point can easily be carried over a series of quick, fragmentary scenes

-the writer or director who is more of a dramatist will tend to create scenes where the wave of tension and release coincides with the structure of the scene.  These movies tend to feel more “classic.”  At the other end of the spectrum, the writer/director who is more of a cineaste will tend to create scenes where much is left hanging, where the scenes themselves are fragmentary, and the meaning of the sequence is completed through the montage/editing

-pace and immediacy of tone are most often the determinants behind the choice to break an arc of dramatic action into fragmentary scenes.  With the increasing influence of MTV-style fast-cutting, the fragmentation of scenes has become even more radical, to the extent that dramatic meaning may become diffused into a kind of kinetic impression

-in fact, it’s possible to play with changing and shifting the scenes and the dramatic content within the scenes almost endlessly

-to summarize, the scene is the pivot between the instantaneous micro-actions of the character – a word, a glance, a shrug, a grimace, a choice from a menu, the lighting of a cigarette – and the larger structures of dramatic meaning.  The scene is where, in the most immediate sense, each character’s desire is heated in the crucible of conflict

-the beat is the smallest, atomic unit of dramatic action.  It contains the essence of drama.  It is specific, concrete action within a scene driven by a specific motivation.  As the name implies, the beat give pulse and rhythm to the scene, and ultimately to the entire screenplay.  It is the drumbeat, the heartbeat, the syncopation

-a beat can be defined as:  Beat = Want + Action

-I want something and I act to get it, right now, in the immediate present of this scene

-all dramatic potential comes from two characters with conflicting beats.  That is, two characters whose wants are contradictory, who are both willing to act to get what they want, and who cannot both succeed

-if the screenwriter hasn’t written the character a beat that includes both a want and an action – what I want right now, and what I will do to get it right now – then the actor has to invent it from scratch

-action, in the dramatic context, is not simply what the characters do; action is the vehicle for revealing character

-unlike theater, which communicates primarily through words and only secondarily through nonverbal gestures, movies are driven by physical character action.  In movies, we think of dialogue as another form of action: verbal action

-action, the dramatic context, is specifically this: what I do to get what I want, to achieve a goal or objective
-it is the beats, the specific individual actions that a character takes to get what she consciously or unconsciously wants, that lead the character into dramatic conflict and shape the direction the drama takes in the scene

-action means what we do to get what we want.  As writers, we want to distinguish action from activity.  Activity is nonbeat behavior that is not driven by a character’s want.  It is not directed toward a goal or on a dramatic throughline.  Activity thus includes all the nondramatic business or shtick that the characters are performing in a scene: they are having breakfast, playing golf, driving in a car, etc

-activity is dramatically passive, neutral behavior that may have an expositional value but is not integral to the process of dramatic conflict.  A certain amount of activity is necessary and inevitable in a screenplay.  It is used to tell us about a location, to establish the authenticity of time and place, and to reveal character

-unnecessary activity harms a screenplay

-if a character’s behavior is too narrowly defined by his plot goal, the character will lack dimension and realism and will fail to draw our empathy and identification

-at the opposite extreme, characters with too much activity behavior will come off as unfocused, frivolous, and dramatically inconsequential

-dramatic characters are constructed to serve the drama.  So the general rule is to reduce the amount of nondramatic activity in a scene and to concentrate on the dramatic action

-realism as an idiom requires a different approach to character construction than a broader romanticism.  In realism, where the characters ask to be taken as individuals rather than as types or icons, there is typically more shading required to exactly place the character within what we might imagine as a real world

-there are two ways to reduce the activity in a scene: eliminate it or turn the activity into action

-virtually every screenplay has too much expositional detail in the early drafts

-turning activity into action means finding a beat, a want plus an action, within this activity – or imposing a beat on the activity.  Looking for the beat in “innocent” activity calls upon our insightful understanding of human nature, of unconscious as well as deliberate human motives.  Look into this activity until you find where it resonates psychologically

-very simply, we could define the text as what the characters say in the scene.  The subtext is what the characters do not say, but which is either implied indirectly by the character or is communicated to us in the audience by the energy level of the scene, the chemistry between the characters

-we refer to these two aspects as the character’s subtext and the audience’s subtext

-when you think about it, the subtext is just as important for the audience as the text of what overtly happens on the screen.  It is the subtext that makes viewing a movie an active experience.  Take that away, and you take away the audience’s active participation 

-behind the Hero’s Journey are the archetypes in the unconscious, which may become activated by the dramatic material.  We may never be aware of this level of subtext, yet we must assume some potential for the unconscious to be activated

-it turns out that knowing when to keep something in the subtext is just as important to good screenwriting as knowing when to reveal it

-the subtext speaks directly to the subconscious, bypassing the audience’s conscious filters.  It creates a subliminal dream-level to the movie that has a peculiarly powerful effect on the audience.  Therefore, we want to plan very carefully when we choose to bring something important out of the subtext into the text of the scene

-interlocking with the audience’s subtext are the characters’ subtexts. Character subtext is the undercurrent of communication between the characters in the scene.  It exists as an unspoken mood, tension, or chemistry between them.  We can distinguish two levels of character subtext.  The first includes what a character is conscious of but cannot – or chooses not to – express to another character.  Very often this is connected to the plotline

-the subtext allows us to give the audience subliminal information which they then piece together later

-the second level of character subtext: what the character herself is honestly unconscious of, but which is

 nevertheless somehow present in her behavior.  It is the second level of subtext that connects the audience to the hero’s unconscious need.  We sometimes read this subtext through a kind of negative space, through what is conspicuously missing in the character

-intentional, plot-goal oriented action flows from the character’s mode, plot goal, and desire line.  This conscious level of motive forms the text of the scene, what it appears to be about on the surface

-the scene beat is the largest throughline want the character has right now going in the scene

-what does each character consciously expect out of the encounter?  How are the conscious wants of the characters in conflict?  The scene beat is then played out through smaller beats – individual actions – leading to that objective.  We expect to find the character’s conscious wants expressed through their dialogue.  They will ask, state, demand, argue, or coax, depending largely on their mode.  This is the dialogue on a beat, verbal action to move the character toward what he wants in the immediate present of the dramatic context

-mode-based action toward a goal is on the beat.  Unintended, unconscious, need-based action can come into a scene through a character’s slips and mistakes, through what he doesn’t say, and, always, through his body language.  We also look for subtext in dissonance: incongruities between what a character says and the tone of her voice, between what she says and what she does, between what she does and how she seems to feel about it.  The subtext comes into the scene by slipping in under the beat, between the cracks, through the back door

-the most important subtext is the main character’s unconscious universal need, the initiation toward which is journey is moving.  This is naturally in the subtext because the main character is unconscious of it

-the universal need hovers below the surface of the scene as a mood or tension, but especially in the splits we perceive between what a character does and how she seems to feel about it.  Love stories always contain this unconscious behavior.  We see the characters respond to each other viscerally, we see all the signs of attraction, but the characters appear to be oblivious.  They may be quarrelling all the way through Act I, all the way through the movie, but we can feel their chemistry

-the genuinely unconscious level of character subtext behavior connects more to relationships, especially the primary relationship.  The primary relationship is the most emotionally charged, carries the greatest stakes, and is the relationship that propels the main character toward inner change.  So it is natural that this relationship pushes the main character’s buttons and brings out unconscious or involuntary behavior

-to summarize: the universal need is throughline subtext.  In a character driven story, the outer plot goal may be made explicit, but in terms of energy and subtextual audience engagement, the greater energy is attached to the unconscious need

-the eventual uncovering of that subtextual force in the character is key to the resolution of the outer drama.  We want to keep the need actively in the subtext and not reveal it too soon.  That would spoil its effect

-drama happens when we bring together two (or more) characters with opposing beats, that is, two characters whose wants are in conflict right now, and who are both willing to act to get what they want.  All the dramatic potential in the scene starts from this point

-setting up the character’s opposing beats clearly as we go into the scene is the key to actualizing the dramatic potential.  These opposing beats are also the key to effective character orchestration.  Opposing beats – wants which are in conflict and which lead to action – make each character’s position stand out clearly and distinctively.  We see the difference between what each character wants, and also the difference between what each character is willing to do to get what they want: their tools, weapons, tactics, limitations, blind spots.  Behind each character’s actions and attitudes, we can feel the deeper values that are in conflict

-as you begin each new scene, ask yourself what the difference is between your two characters, both in terms of their goal – right now, in this scene – and also in their way of going about it.  Both the goal and the means are expressive of the character’s mode

-while their opening beats immediately bring them into conflict, the terms of the conflict keep shifting as they react in the immediate present to each other

-at every moment in the story we should be able to feel what the difference is between the characters

-the point is not to see conflict the moment we come into a scene, but to see difference.  The difference will generate conflict, but the trajectory the conflict takes should grow naturally out of the dramatic situation

-movies are first of all a visual medium, and therefore we also want to orchestrate the characters visually so that the moment we come into the scene, before the characters have said a word, we already see and feel the difference between them.  The visual step for the opposing beats includes everything you know about the characters – the way they dress, differences in age, size, sex, race, social and economic backgrounds, attitudes and expectations – the whole character biography, compressed into a sense of where the character is right at this moment

-ask some focusing questions at the beginning of each scene: Where was the character immediately before this scene opens?  What is the character’s mood at this moment?  How does this color her present beat?  How does the character feel at the end of the present scene?  How has the character changed?  How does the audience see this change?

-movies today are perhaps hyperaware of, and driven by, a need to instantly telegraph the visual orchestration to the audience

-the visual orchestration must be grounded in the character’s modes first of all, not genre caricatures

-the dramatic function of visual orchestration is to give us a quick way into the characters, to help us access them

-the visual orchestration is there to support the dramatic beats that will develop and express the conflict in the scene.  The opening beat of the scene acts like a catalyst of the larger screenplay.  It sets a tone and a trajectory for the scene by showing us who comes into the scene with power and who does not, thus signaling a fault line or zone of conflict between them

-they rarely come in with the same power or dramatic momentum.  Power may take the form of urgency, the driving force of a motive, or status: social, political, or financial clout, physical brute force, sexual power, or charisma

-characters on the Hero’s Journey typically experience themselves as losing power as they go down into the Night World.  By “dramatic momentum” we mean the energy or zeal the character has right now to move toward a goal.  We may call it a mood, but it acts as a force field.  Dramatic momentum is highly colored by what has just happened.  Sometimes one character’s dramatic momentum is sufficient to overcome another’s social power

-we say this character who comes into the scene with more momentum, the one more actively pursuing her want, has the beat in the scene

-two character with opposing beats: their wants are in conflict, both will act to get what they want, it is not possible for both to succeed, one comes into the scene with more power

-sometimes they are not aware of what they really want until something happens in the scene to shift the ground, such as a new piece of information comes to light or another facet of the other character is seen.  Then we may see a character’s want change in the middle of the scene.  If it’s a new want, it’s a new beat.  And catching exactly those moments when a character’s want transforms itself are real opportunities for revealing the deeper layers of her underlying attitudes, feelings, and beliefs

-when she does turn the tables and take control, we say she steals the beat from the first character: she takes the momentum in the scene and controls its trajectory

-in what could be called the climax of the scene, we see which character – if any – gets what she wants

-when the power between the characters is unequal, where the character’s do not appear to be well matched, the beat structure develops in a different way.  One character coming into the scene with the power may retain the beat most of the way through the scene, so much so that we can feel the other character pushed into a corner, up against the wall.  If there are real dramatic stakes in the scene, a great subtextual urgency develops around the thought: “This can’t go on!  When is she going to fight back?

-at some point her survival instinct will overcome whatever is holding her back, and she will lash out. This unequal setup does not rely on the back-and-forth “tennis match” dynamic, but on a ineluctable buildup of suspense until the dam breaks.  It is thus perhaps capable of more intense dramatic effects

-between these two extremes, the “tennis match” dynamic and the “pushed to the wall” dynamic, there are many shadings and opportunities for dramatic surprise

-the beats are the deep music of the scene.  The structure of the beats conveys an inner level of meaning to the audience.  This inner level of meaning bypasses the rational mind altogether and speaks directly to the feelings of the audience

-with this in mind, we can have a new appreciation of the very compressed and concentrated power movies can have to touch us.  A scene with all the right beats can be elegant and mesmerizing

-the elegant scene still has to contribute to the larger dramatic throughline.  Therefore, we want to build the beats and the scene’s conflict, on the cutting edges of the characters: their deep need/mode conflicts, where they are on their journey in life, what is dying and what is struggling to be born in them

-a scene that finds just its right place in the overall dramatic structure, advancing the plot or revealing the character, and whose beat structure makes that moment resonate on all levels of the Story Molecule, has a special charm.  It represents a superior achievement in screenwriting, a place where storytelling and music become indistinguishable. Such a scene conveys simplicity and inevitability

-beat structure in comedy is a bit different from that in serious drama.  Comedy always begins with a serious premise but leads to an absurd, incongruous, or irreverent consequence.  Thus the comic scene may appear to start off with the setup and development of a serious conflict.  At least, the characters believe it’s serious

-the tension rises as the beats go back and forth.  The scene appears headed for a dramatic climax, but something unexpected intervenes which pops the rising tension in a comic way.  The tension is suddenly released

-in character-driven stories, the characters may range from very self-aware and deliberate to very unconscious and impulsive.  Plot-driven movies have a fundamentally different code.  Where the characters are functions of the plot, their wants tend to be up front, leading directly to actions

-it is in fact this exposure of the inner “mechanics” of decision-making that makes some action-genre characters feel so “constructed,” and not like people we could meet.  In character-driven stories, motives tend to be only semiconscious, discovered en route, because they hold the tension between a conscious and an unconscious need

-here “well constructed” specifically means that the beats create a dramatic curve.  This dramatic curve has a life and momentum of its own, and the “material” the beats are composed of is not merely conflict, not conflict about an issue external to the characters, but conflict that implicates the deepest layers of who the characters are.  The screenwriter takes – and follows – the characters out of their comfort zones, not merely to “reveal character” in some general sense, but to discover the unacknowledged self in each awakened by the presence of the other

-the scene gets through the exposition effortlessly because the exposition is simply the text riding on the subtext

-the deep music of the beats take us directly to the heart of the scene on a body-level.  It is conveyed by the minute shifts in vocal tone and body language motivated by the beats.  This subtext doesn’t have to be spoken.  We feel it where we need to feel it.  The text then acts as a supportive layer to occupy our conscious minds

-often the natural curve of tension and release fits neatly within the package of information we refer to as a scene.  At other times however, it is important for the two not to coincide, for the dramatic business of the scene to be left hanging, unfinished.  We are not always given an answer to the scene’s dramatic question with the scene itself.  This technique builds a lot of suspense and can almost literally pull an audience out of their seats toward the screen

-one place where it is a good idea to leave the end of the scene hanging, that is, to end the scene without answering the dramatic question or releasing the tension, is between the outer plot catastrophe and climax.  (To a lesser degree, this is also true of the catastrophe and climax moments within each Story Step)

The Sixteen Story Steps

-the idea of the sixteen story steps is to approach screenplays in terms of storytelling functions
-it was something people found their way to intuitively, via the laborious process of decision making through which a screenplay is gradually refined

-because the Sixteen Story Steps model integrates all of the other models, it presents a very detailed set of keys to the entire development process.  The Story Steps show us in detail how character and plot interact, how the story energy is moving through the three levels of the Story Molecule, and why the story must shift levels at specific points

-they allow the development team to identify and verify where Act II must culminate in order to yield the most compelling and appropriate climax for the material

-they identify a structural level below that – the bones that make up the entire spine of the story.  We could call it the necessary grammar of the storytelling through film.  We could equally call it the grammar of necessity, because the process of growth through crisis does have its own inherent structure and logic

-in a movie, there are not static points: it is all a flow.  The result of “plot point” thinking, along with other factors, has contributed to the widely held view that movies have become more coldly mechanical, even when they are mechanically constructed to be warm and fuzzy

-we can differentiate this new concept of Story Steps from the idea of plot points by means of the following:

1) Story Steps are not sequences or blocks of action as such.  They are necessary storytelling functions.  The story cannot be complete or coherent if functions are missing or damaged.  Thus the key thing to look at is not the content of the action, but whether it fulfils its action

2) Story Steps are not points.  They move directly from one to the next without gaps.  Therefore, the Story Steps, taken together, include everything that comprises the story’s throughline.  Subplots may fall outside this throughline, but the Story Steps will indicate better how and where the subplots connect to the throughline

3) As a corollary to this, it is not the length or size of a Story Step that makes it work, but simply its function

4) The Story Steps form a chain of cause and effect.  We are not referring to cause and effect in character motivation, but in the logic of storytelling.  Each preceding Story Step is the direct setup for the one that follows, and each following Story Step is the direct consequence of the one before

-from all this we must conclude that no single Story Step is more important than any other.  They are all interdependent.  Each must be just where it is for the story as a whole to have coherence, integrity, and power, and to appear to the audience as fully alive

-so it is useful to know that storytelling is itself a language, one made up of actions rather than letters 

-grammar is what gives language the possibility of having meaning at all.  Grammar is an invisible, latent structure, a matrix

-do not confuse the grammar of storytelling with the content of the story

-we are trying to get at the real essence of story structure for feature films, the structural elements that must absolutely be present, and must be exactly where they are, if the story is going to function dramatically.  This is what we mean by spine. A spine is an organic structure made up of linked vertebrae

-each vertebrae needs to be exactly where it is for the whole spine to be alive and function.  Hurt one of the vertebrate and you hurt the entire story.  Damage a couple of them and you probably kill the story

-the best models tells us what to do, they facilitate our own process.  Good models lead to productive development questions.  Productive questions are those that can be answered with some objectivity in reference to the story material itself.  They help us see better what is really there.

-a second aspect of productive questions: they lead us directly into the deeper layers of the story material.  Because so much of screenwriting requires the writer herself to confront and reconcile the character’s conflicting values

-think of the Story Steps as tracing the individual bones of that spine, showing how the nerves of the story radiate from each one to enliven the entire screenplay

-as with your backbone, we cannot take a Story Step out of the spine without harming the organic wholeness, logical coherence, and dramatic power of the screenplay

-certainly there are important variations in the emphasis, inflection, and size of Story Steps from film to film and genre to genre.  Often in comedy, the emotional inflection or directional movement of a Story Step is inverted.  For example, Story Step #12: The Breaking Point is the direct setup of Story Step 13: Catastrophe.  It is a point of reversal in many stories.  In a thriller, this reversal is most often characterized as: “What looked like the best thing that could happen turns out to the be worst thing”

-but in comedy, the reversal that comes late in Act II is more typically: “what looked like the worst thing that could happen turns out to be the best thing”

-the Story Steps are elemental to the structure, the very basics.  Working with them helps us stay on track in our writing.  The Story Steps are essential if the audience is going to make the journey with the main character

-each Story Step has its own development, its own beginning, middle, and end, its own dramatic curve

-the climax or culmination of a Story Step will not always be a big moment

-each story step is a logical sequence, yet in itself it is a form without content

-it is the logic of cause and effect.  That is an if/then proposition.  The entire screenplay is a chain of such propositions unraveling from that first overarching proposition, the dramatic catalyst.  The hero responds to that first if, precipitating a series of thens.  The character does not know the content of the thens, and neither to we.  This is why we have development questions, questions whose answers generate new questions on multiple levels

-the story presents one set of if/then conditions: the story field of total possibility.  The screenwriter presents another set, a personal perspective limited by blind spots.  The two sets interlock in a sort of fractal pattern.  We could find it truly beautiful if we, as writers, didn’t so often feel lost in the middle of it

-each step, as a sequence, frames the action of the screenplay in such a way that the next step becomes a logical outcome, a logical necessity.  If the first sequence is incomplete, there is no bridge to the next, no necessity.  Necessity is the fabric of destiny: within ourselves simultaneously as it appears to come at us from the outer world. I may propose the if, while the outer world responds with the then.  Or the world may pose the if, and I hustle for a response, a comeback

-we approach each Story Step with flexibility and with our own story goals in mind

-other factors also impact the size and shape of Story Steps.  These include the idiom and genre of the movie, as well as the way the story is being told (POV, plot structure, subplots, linear/nonlinear, etc) and our own style as screenwriters.  What we can expect to remain consistent are the order and functional content of the Story Steps

-but within that logical order there is nevertheless an infinite world of storytelling possibility.  Nonlinear storytelling in movies presents exciting challenges, because we are reordering the surface structure of the story (the temporal order of sequences and scenes on the screen) while constructing behind that a logical track of story steps the audience follows more or less subliminally. It is not surprising to see more filmmakers responding to this virtuoso Call to Adventure

-individual Story Steps are already surprisingly complex, because through them we can glimpse the need/mode tension, the dynamics of the Story Molecule, and the Hero’s Journey of the characters all at work

-the full picture only emerges when we see how all the Story Steps link together, how all these chunky-looking bones make a spine that flexes and moves and is alive

-cutting-edge development questions.  “Cutting edge” here means important bifurcation points that will decisively alter the kind of film we end up with.  The earlier bifurcation comes into the development process, the greater the impact on the final result.  It is a prime development skill to know how to sort the core development questions from the secondary.  The core decisions, sometimes made subconsciously, focus on the idiom, genre, storytelling structure, tone and style

Movement #1 Story Steps 1-4 Setting the Stakes
Story Step #1 Establishing

-the Establishing Story Step typically has two parts, an A and a B, identifiable in themselves, which both contribute to the establishing function.  The first Story Step is very complex because it provides the audience’s point of entry into the movie.  Part A consists of those images and scenes we may use to open a movie, but which are not part of the main time frame of the story.  The opening of the movie, which is to say the first minute or so, is a very compressed visual language that has an immediate impact on the viewer.  The opening images receive special attention because they must grab the attention of the audience, establish a tone, and begin to direct the viewer’s expectations

-here are three kinds of openings used in Story Step #1 – A that work as special doorways to lead the audience into the movie.  They may or may not establish the Day World of the story. The function of 1-A is exactly to provide the opening


-Hooks, normally very brief, function to pull the audience into the story on a visceral or emotional level


-Prologues give us backstory or exposition from a time frame before the main action


-Introductions may also give us exposition, but serve primarily to orchestrate a more distant POV

 -Story Step 1-A creates an entryway for the audience, orienting them to the language of this specific movie.  Story Step 1-B is composed of the establishing scene, properly called, and establishing incident that is the direct setup for the catalyst.  Normally there is a shift in tone and style between 1-A and 1-B signaled by the end of the opening musical theme and the establishing of a narrative rhythm for the first dramatic scenes.  1-A and 1-B together work to set the text, subtext, and theme for the movie
-there is not only a catalyst early in Act I, there are in fact two interlocking events: an inciting incident and a dramatic catalyst.  The inciting incident gets the story going.  The catalyst gets the plot going.  Story and plot are by no means identical.  A story is a sequence of events with a beginning, middle and end.  A plot is a dialectical structure of growth through crisis.  We do not have a Call to Adventure or throughline dramatic question until the catalyst.  But the catalyst itself needs a context and a trigger to set it up.  These are provided by the establishing incident

Story Step #2 Catalyst
-the prime function of this story step is to establish the hero’s plot goal and raise the throughline plot question, thus getting the outer plotline moving.  The plot goal and plot question are two ways of expressing the same point.  The throughline plot question will only be answered at the movie’s climax

-this is where we see the if/then propositions

-the catalyst is not always the bigger event

-often in thrillers, it is the establishing incident which is the “big” scene – the heist, deal, or killing – and the actual dramatic catalyst is a smaller moment in the falling action when the detective comes in to handle the case

-the catalyst is a question of function: at what point do we have a main character with a Call to Adventure and a throughline plot goal?

-the second point about catalysts is that the Call to Adventure is often repeated in order to give it greater emphasis.  This is standard strategy in comedies because comic heroes are so reluctant.  But this device can be found in many character dramas and melodramas, especially when the main character lacks the means to move immediately toward her plot goal

Story Step #3 Forward Movement
-as soon as we have the catalyst, we have a more immediate plot question: what does the hero do as a consequence of receiving the Call to Adventure?
-the nature of the response if the hero’s first beat

-what we see at this point will define the plot as a chase, competition, investigation and so on.  This first beat in the forward movement will typically generate a part-throughline question that will frame the action for Act I

-most subplots are initiated in the story step

Story Step #4 Threshold Crisis

-this contains both an attack from an antagonistic force or character against the hero’s forward movement toward the plot goal, and a crossing of a threshold from a Day World into a Night World.  One aspect or the other may play the leading role, depending on the requirements of the story, but both must be present to fulfill the Story Step’s function of showing the audience that the dramatic conflict is now truly engaged and the hero is leaving her comfort zone.  Consequently, we see the hero’s mode begin the process of breakdown

-the double question that rises is this: how close the character’s personal mythology to the writer’s mythology, and how aware is the writer of the conditioning lens of her own personal myth? Is she able to do the inner work to put some perspective between herself and her character?  If not, that identification could form a black hole into which the story development tumbles

-complexes are not “bad” in themselves.  Complexes are first of all simply part of the psyche’s means of organizing itself.  They are inevitable.  They may constellate either positively or negatively.  Complexes organize experience by attracting it around “centers” or “attractors” within the unconscious.  The problem is in the compelling nature of complexes.  Under their influence, we make projections and behave compulsively.  We cannot imagine what has gotten into us.  It is hard to be objective when in the grip of a complex, because the attractor itself is unconscious, in the Night World, and thus invisible to us.  As a result, we can act out rather blindly the signals sent from the attractor
-putting on the Overalls and hard hat and going down into creative darkness means entering the proximity of the attractors, our own complexes

Movement #2: Story Steps 5-9 Wounding and Recovery
Story Step #5 Woundedness

-now we leave the familiar territory of Act I for the open spaces, the “steppes,” of Act II.  It is here that the Sixteen Steps paradigm really proves its values as an instrument of guidance
-the first step into this new territory is actually quite simple: show us the consequences of the Threshold Crisis.  This is what we mean by woundedness.  First of all, show us what has changed.  Let us see how she has been impacted by the attack of the threshold guardian, the loss of control, and the cracks appearing in her mode.  Where is the character now, in this Night World?  And what is shifting for the other characters in the emotional network?  The whole status quo situation of Act I has been destabilized, so we can expect movement

-woundedness is typically a brief Story Step.  Obviously, the more time and energy we give the hero’s wounds, the more dramatic and thematic importance we give it.  Dwell on it too much, and we risk making the character appear pathetic.  It is however, crucial to record the consequences of the crisis, or else the crisis itself is not fully real for the audience.  But we usually tend to touch it in passing.  What we really want to see is the hero’s next move, her next action in the face of necessity
Story Step #6 Shift to the Emotional Network (The Primary Relationship)
-the story energy shifts to the emotional network ring of the Story Molecule at this point.  The way this story step is typically played is that the hero’s energy moving toward the outer plot goal is blocked as a consequence of the wounding at the Threshold Crisis, and his libido turns in another direction.  That new direction is into the primary relationship, be it buddy, partner, or love interest

Story Step #7 Reminder that Outer Plot Stakes are Rising

-as the audience’s interest has become focused on the building relationship, it becomes a danger that the sense of the outer plot stakes may fade or diminish.  The key balance the screenplay must achieve at this point is to establish that there are now two lines of growing conflict, the emotional conflict in the relationship and escalating “real world” plot conflict as well

Story Step #8 Forward Movement in the Relationship

-the emotional network substory of the Story Molecule has been active since the crisis at the end of Act I.  There, the primary relationship was catalyzed

-in the first half of Act II, the line of E-N development follows the same progression as the development of the outer plot in Act I: setup, catalyst, forward movement, crisis/threshold crossing.  Story Steps #5 and #7 function to keep the new primary relationship anchored in the context of the outer plot

-Story Step #6 shows the main character’s first move into this emotional territory, beginning to establish new dramatic stakes on this E-N level

-now, Story Step #8 develops momentum and stakes for that relationship. It shows us the consequences within the relationship of the rising outer plot stakes of Story Step #7.  In addition, it is the direct setup for the Core Crisis, which among other things, is the crisis/threshold crossing for this primary relationship.  The prime function of this step is to bring the primary relationship up to the point of crisis, to demonstrate that a crisis will inevitably and immediately follow
-for forward movement in the E-N relationship, it is essential to know what is in the subtext for the primary relationship at this stage, because the energy in that subtext is now bubbling up to the surface.  So we want to look ahead to the Core Crisis and ask what exactly is the threshold the two characters will cross (always a threshold of intimacy and trust), what new risk and opportunity come into play (crisis = risk + opportunity) at the threshold, and how this is a point of no return

-in the forward movement in the E-N relationship, the characters are still struggling to keep the energy of the relationship under control, hidden from themselves, each other, and the outside world.  The tension of ambivalence becomes very great at this point: to deny, start a fight, even break things off. It happens in our own lives as well when we face a relationship threshold.  These thresholds show their archetypal character because images and metaphors for the entire threshold pattern in general can occur in any given instance
-the anxiety on the actual threshold evokes these fantasies, but the associated imagery belongs to the archetypal moment

Story Step #9 Core Crisis

-the Core Crisis is a complex and subtle Story Step where all three levels of the Story Molecule intersect in a dynamic interaction.  On the outer plot level, we have the pivot from the first half of Act II (Wounding and Recovery) into the second half (Setting the Double Bind).  Each Story Step, as it clicks into place, provides a turn or shift in the narrative, but the Core Crisis can be justly considered the key pivot of the entire screenplay construction.  Up to the Core Crisis, the story has been expanding outward with the growing relationships and mounting conflict.  From the Core Crisis onward, though the plot stakes are still rising, the action starts focusing down with greater intensity toward the inevitable climax

-the greater intensity will come from adding the conflict of the inner levels of the Story Molecule to the outer plot conflict. This comes as the direct consequence of Story Step #8.  On the E-N level, we have the crisis/threshold crossing in the primary relationship.  This serves to drive the conflict of values to a deeper level, as the love interest now presents a value of equal intensity to the mode value.  This will force a choice – and an existential crisis.  Thus the Core Crisis also serves to catalyze the inner need/mode conflict.  Where before this was potential problem the hero tried by all means to put off and deny, now it becomes the “grow or die” situation
-these are the storytelling functions this step must fulfill

Movement #3: Story Steps 10-13   Setting the Double Bind

Story Step #10 Deepening

-in this step we must first of all show the consequences of the Core Crisis on the three levels of the story molecule.  Then we must focus the conflict into the double bind that leads to the catastrophe
-if, when developing a screenplay, we forget for a moment where we are going, then we instantly lose the meaning of the journey.  And conversely, if we forget the meaning of the journey, we instantly lose our way

-this first of all shows us the consequences of the Core Crisis.  Where are the two characters in the primary relationship after crossing the threshold of intimacy?  How does each one feel right at this moment?  And what has shifted in the larger emotional network.  Conflict is about to escalate

-deepening means that the conflict is moving to this existential. “grow or die” level.   At the same time,  it also means that the quality of the outer plot conflict is sharpening.  The hero is stepping into the double bind where the opposing mode and need values prove irreconcilable and pull apart, crucifying the hero in the middle.  Part of the process is that the character does not yet realize the full dimension of the conflict and is by no means ready to face it.  Unable to face the daemon that is moving in the depths, the hero at this point typically goes into denial.  She develops a fantasy that maybe she can somehow have both

-only the impossible double bind causes the deepest character change.  It takes some time to put the character in the double bind and convey its meaning to the audience

-giving the hero an easier way out is the solution often found in mediocre movies

Story Step #11 Polarization of Opposites
-when the hero’s denial fantasy, which was a spontaneous effort on the part of the old mode to keep itself going, collapses, the tension of the opposites is revealed in all its naked, raw glory

-life tells us that a decision, a fork on the road, is at hand.  A choice is forced upon us, but we are immobilized.  Because no choice will relieve the tension, the stress builds to a breaking point.  By that point, which way it breaks is out of our control.  Some other power beyond the ego then decides

-the way that this story step typically plays out in melodramas is that the hero is trapped by the “family” just as he recognize what freedom could really mean for him
-the situations are double binds: there is no apparent way out, but the character has to do something.  No way out- unless he changes his way of seeing things

Story Step#12 Breaking Point

-the function of the breaking point is to show us how the character reacts to the double-bind situation.  Because a character comes to identify with his survival mode, when that mode finally does break down, he really thinks he is going to die.  Panic reactions are common at this point, a last desperate attempt to save the dying mode.  From the struggling ego’s standpoint, this desperate outburst only succeeds in making things much worse.  But paradoxically, the ensuing breakdown of the mode gives luck, fate – however we name that other factor in the psyche that has been buried in the shadow – the chance to create a new pattern

-the breaking point leads directly to the catastrophe

Story Step #13 Catastrophe

-somehow the catastrophe turns out to be the unlucky number thirteen.  The catastrophe is a complex story step that needs some time to unfold.  It contains the point of highest dramatic intensity thus far in the narrative.  It is the downward stroke that appears to be fatal.  Very often, the catastrophe is a very major onscreen event, woe piling upon woe

-one reason for this tidal wave of bad news is that catastrophe happens on all three levels of the Story Molecule

-as always, the power of the story step is in what it means more than in what it looks like.  And this meaning is always in the context of the whole drama, the stakes have been set up through Act I and Act II.  This is why establishing a clear need/mode conflict is essential. It is the only way the audience knows what the character has to lose.  The catastrophe, we must keep in mind, is the Night of the Soul
-it is normal the antagonist takes the beat at the catastrophe
-the catastrophe leads directly to the climax, where the hero will have to be active enough to assert her new value in a way that resolves the throughline conflict.  This is a general challenge in story development

-there is a balance needed between showing the suffering and collapse of the hero and showing the ‘resurrection’ element that emerges as a consequence of the catastrophe.  Added to this is the complexity that the hero’s inner shift or inner climax may be revealed anywhere between Story Steps #12 and #15, depending on where it falls as appropriate to a given story

-the simplest formula that I have found as a guide to the balance needed here is:


-the hero’s mode is shown to die, but the hero’s self does not

-at least in mainstream American Filmmaking, the line is always: make the character active, active, active
-for how can we show the character at “ground zero” until we have revealed his incapacity act?  How can a character be reborn unless is forced, in Campbell’s words, to “bow or submit to the absolutely intolerable”?  We as filmmakers are left with that tool which is the necessary expressive complement to activity: interiority.  Interiority is just as magnetic as activity in a character.  The power of every great close-up to take us into the soul of the character attests to this

-it is the radical suspension of “narrative time” by going into “real time.”  This is a very common device used at the catastrophe
-such cross-currents and inner contradictions in a character have been an important part of dramatic tradition

-every character is somewhere on the journey

Movement #4: Story Steps 14-16 Grow or Die Destiny
Story Step #14 Calm Before the Storm

-last exertion of the outdate mode.  It tries to hold on, but is destined to collapse
Story Step #15 Climax

-this would surely be an unusual rhythmic element for melodrama, to make us thing the movie is over, then hit us with the real climax.  It is a device taken from thriller structure

Story Step #16 Resolution
-the functions of this story step are to transfer the theme of the movie to the audience by showing us the consequences of the climax and to craft the final taste with which the audience will leave the movie theater

-this step typically has an A-pat and a B-part, and for a similar reason.  The Establishing Story Step must act as a bridge for the audience into the movie, and here the Resolution Story Step must provide a bridge out of the movie

-both the very first and the very last images, because of their placement, comprise an especially condensed visual language.  These images have an extra power to communicate.  Both parts of the Resolution Story Step together perform the function of resolving and finishing the story, as well as bringing some form of closure to the storyteller’s dialogue with the audience.  But the two parts each make their own distinct contribution to the resolution function.  Their combined effect is needed for a complete expression

-part A makes up the resolution, properly speaking.  Here we see first of all the consequences of the climax on the three levels of the Story Molecule.  On the outer plot level, we see who is alive and who is dead, who is up and who is down, who is together and who is apart.  In the context of the movie, these are not simply facts.  These consequences are the means used to deliver the theme of the movie to the audience, full of implications
-by showing us what has changed on the plot level, the climax is given time and space to sink in.  And it is primarily through these outer indicators that we can see the nature and value of the growth through crisis the main character has undergone.  Is she happier, stronger, calmer, saner?  Has something from the shadow – from the Night World – been integrated into the personality?  If so, that means something; if not, that also means something.  Most commonly, we see that the character’s identification with the old mode has died, but that which was a positive value has been integrated into a new attitude

-finally, there is in this story step an ultimate beat in the primary relationship to bring closure to that.  This final beat in the relationship may be used as a “curtain kiss.”  The power of the final kiss may be somewhat conventional, but that conventionality itself rests on the archetypal motif of the “Sacred Marriage”

-in addition to the plot- and story- resolving aspect, there is also, as suggested by the curtain kiss/Sacred Marriage, a mythic level to the resolution.  That is, one that brings the journey full circle.  Bringing the journey full circle suggests completion on a more subliminal level.  The most common way to do this is to physically bring the character back to a location or situation from the opening.  This is a story telling function, which may be accomplished in many ways, and not necessarily in a single defining moment.

-the resolution will add other motifs to signify full-circle or closure.  They, too, help define the meaning of the journey
-after the dramatic resolution itself, part B adds a more image/feeling component that we call the “final taste.”  Here we are talking about the very last images of the movie.  What is the final taste you want your audience to walk out of the theater with?  As with a movie’s opening, the ultimate shape of pat B is often crafted in the editing room, one of the last tasks of post-production.  But it is screenwriter’s job to suggest the emotional and energetic quality of the final taste

-but it is also here that we may insert a stinger that suddenly reverses the emotional valence of part A.  Alternately, we may use part B for a thematic closure, where the audience is lifted above the immediate story by a voice-over and/ thematic images
-the attractors that power complexes are tenacious, and sometimes we wonder if we can ever be done with them once and for all

-here we may emphasize that the Resolution does not necessarily mean a happy ending or the absence of ambiguity and shading.  When we understand that there are two parts to the final Story Step, we can play them off one another to create complexity consistent with the complexity of the story we are telling

-we may find no words to describe it.  That is not important.  A movie is a movie.  It works its own language
-once we know the function of each Story Step, we can craft each one individually

-melodramas tend to play mainly in the emotional network, while the consequences and climax are paid off on the outer plot level.  Genre movies record the tension between the individual and society.  Like the old Greek tragedies, violation of the collective norm is ultimately punished.  The viewer’s own ambivalence is played out in allegiances split between identifying with the anguished romantic hero and the desire for a return to the status quo order
-the story steps, as the spine of the story, bear a hidden life the audience never sees directly but which informs the aliveness of the entire work

The Creative Journey of Story Development
-screenplay development necessitates much creative destruction.  It is a process, first of all, of mining or distilling the story into its essence, the essential dramatic truth it has to tell, then rebuilding the story out of that essence.  This process takes as many drafts as it takes.  There are many revisions in the script along the way, to clarify the throughline, tighten the action, concentrate the subplots, and so on.  These revisions, if they are to be productive, must be the fruits of insight
-good movies project an essence.  It reaches into our bodies and feelings, into our thoughts and dreams
-these effects all derive from that essence, which is both the source and the product of a powerful dramatic, thematic, and stylistic unity

-as it hits us in the midst of long creative toil, essence is simultaneously visceral and elusive

-in great films, however, essence is projected as a quality of inevitability of every moment on the screen

-what everyone wants are great stories, stories with originality, authenticity, and staying power: that elusive universal appeal that generates excitement

-the craft, the techniques and mechanics of the screenplay construction, must be learned and internalized until they become part of the writer

-a screenplay is a task the outcome of which cannot be precisely know beforehand.  It requires a descent into what we have termed the “story’s unconscious,”  that larger set of possibilities inherent in the story material but which is not yet apparent to the development team

-asking good questions about the story opens the story up and furthers the development process, while judgmental statements tend to shut the process down

-escapism here means short-cutting the dramatic development by cutting to easier audience-reaction elements – more graphic violence and sex, for example – and inserting pumped-up stakes that are not intrinsic to the story’s premise and need/mode thematic core.  Escapism means not pushing the conflict all the way to the impossible double bind that forces a “grow or die” choice for the hero, but giving the character an easy, less authentic way out
-my set of core questions, which I use with writers who have lost their orientation to the script
1. Where is the juice in the story for you? 

-this is really the core question to ask every day when sitting down to write and when beginning each scene

2.  What about the story is: Universal?  Unique?  Dramatic?

3. What do you love the most about your story, about your hero?

4.  Where do you see the attitudes, modes, and values of: Writer?  Hero?  Audience? – intersecting and coming together

5. Speak out loud the dramatic/narrative premise in one or two sentences.  How does it sound today?

6. Define the character’s mode (attitudes revealed by actions that cluster around a core value) as you understand it today.  Identify how your understanding of the hero’s need/more split has evolved since you first formulated it
7. What does this character need to learn about life?

8. How is this character getting in his or her own way?

9.  Does character serve plot (genre stories), or does plot grow out of character (character-driven stories)?

10.  Who else is in the world of the story?

11.  Which character is the “moral center” or heart of the story?  (It is typically not the main character).  What value does he or she embody?

12.  What are the story’s Day World and Night World?  How can we see them?

13. What is the scary/intimidating for you about this Night World?

14.  Which character embodies the energies of the Night World, and what is his impact on the story?

15.  How is the dramatic/thematic conflict reflected in tone, and how is the tone reflected in style?

16.  What myth/fairy tale does this story remind you of?

-it is all one gestalt, one living pattern.  Change any element and you necessarily change the whole

-one thing we can expect to happen as we step from the map into the territory is that some of our personal attitudes and values will be challenged, knocked around, and perhaps apparently destroyed.  Like our characters, we have values which have identified ourselves.  That identification tends to give a feeling-tone of absolute certainty to the value.  It may also be that we have overidentified ourselves with our main character and have projected our value system through that character.  This situation will lead us into a creative double bind.  Either, in order not to face the apparent threat to our own values, we will let our character off the hook before the point where the mode must break down – and then throw in some extra outer obstacles to make a flat climax appear to work – or we will go down with the ship and face the devaluation of our own value.  In truth, the value itself cannot die.  Only our identification with can die
-holding on to the value of efficiency will seriously impede our work as screenwriters because it acts as an inner threshold guardian
-it was a way of ripening the material by working on it and playing with it.  Ripening it, bringing it to its full juiciness

-it is not easy to give up implicitly or unconsciously held beliefs.  They make up our reality system, our survival mode.  There is a struggle because, as we know, the old mode wants to hang on.  Not only is it a habituation, it also serves to suppress or repress something else, a countervalue
-how is my present confrontation with one of my own cherished attitudes related to the story I am writing?

-if we can identify what shadow content we project onto another person, we may guess that we dis-identify from that projected quality and tend to identify with its opposite
-at some point in life, the attitude we adopted was an important adaptation to our life circumstances, for whatever reason.  We can appreciate that our cherished value brought us this far, to the point where we may transcend it for the sake of greater wholeness.  For the greater wholeness lies in the interplay of opposites itself, not in one or the other side.  This process of stepping back form one-sided positions to take in a bigger view is basic to living and writing creatively.  To the extent that we can say yes to this process and incorporate it into our lives, we find our power to create movement to a new level

-the movement of creation is regressive; that it throws us into duality; that it gests heroic energies going as we face death and rebirth; and that it is always an act of self-creation.  We understand that creativity engages our play energy in seriously playful ways, in a rhythm of growth through crisis.  And we could further picture the screenwriter’s journey as a kind of alchemy: a transforming and transmuting of a mass of confused material into existence
-the hero in stories always stand for our libido – or energy – in relation to our creative selves
-screenwriter’s actual journey is a real journey that entails real risks: the loss of certain attitudes, beliefs, and perspectives; the upsurge of repressed countervalues; and the possibility of failure
-the authenticity of the story for the writer is bound up with the first impulse

-everything that happens in a movie is metaphorical, as are all stories in general.  Stories are metaphors not because they don’t mean what they say, but because they always mean more than they present

-a dialectical constellation is at the dramatic heart of the story

-“Dialectical” refers to opposition, opposing forces in some sort of contact and dialogue.  So a dialectic constellation is a constellation of opposing forces, laying them out so that we can see them clearly

-the dialectical constellation process begins by simply identifying an attitude or position that we actually hold.  The topic can be anything, but of course the greater the stakes or investment, the more we will get out of it

-the attitude contains a value with which our ego – our sense of “I” is relatively identified

