 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Writing Short Films

-mastering story is still the essential art.  Every other aspect of filmmaking in the narrative form exists to serve the story.  If the story isn't sound, the film can't be

-your job as a filmmaker is to deliver a film that makes sense as a story
The Principles of Drama

-stories are how we understand the world.  They are narratives that explain some part of our world to ourselves, that help us define the struggles of daily life

-we'll invent whatever we have to in order to make our stories make sense.  Only if stories make sense can we makes sense of our world.  Telling stories may be an essential existential act.  We tell stories to define our world in causal, temporal terms we can understand

-by drama, I mean in its broadest and most inclusive sense: works written for performance, serious or comedic, on stage, film or television

-drama relies on two important rules.  There must be

1. 
A character (the protagonist), who will take action to achieve something

2. 
This character will meet with conflict

-the character must act, and the level of conflict can be subtle or strong as long as it's apparent.  If film stories do not have a basis in these two fundamental rules, they will not work

-drama needs characters who desire, who want, who need, and who will act (even if the action is reactive, or centered around avoidance of action or reaction)

-this kind of character will drive a story forward and provide an understandable framework for the story's action

-conflict builds the tension that keeps the audience interested in what happens next

-these two idea work together to create a context for the story's information so an audience that is seeing and hearing a story instead of reading it will understand what's going on

-this is the key point.  The audience is viewing, not reading - a completely different mode of understanding.  Film is a temporal art form.  It communicates its content within a precise time span.  The audience must be able to process the information and make meaningful connections to understand it

-screenwriters must externalize what characters feel and think, this can be extremely difficult and relies on authentic behavior to convey the sense of realism the audience expects

-reading is an "active" activity while viewing is more passive

-with film, viewers sit and watch as action happens before them and screenwriters have to work harder to hold their interest with the activity itself

-the action must develop in a way that is clearly understood as it happens, and builds tension so the audience stays attentive

-screenwriters use specific actions growing out of characters' wants and needs - objectives - to keep the audience clued in to the story line - the plot

-on the most superficial level, every story is about the quest to attain a goal and whether a character will achieve it or not.  Conflict casts doubt on the character's ultimate success and increases our interest.  Conflict creates stress and trouble we want to see resolved

-if the action is mere activity or characters simply talking about their ideas, feelings, or what’s going on, little tension develops and again the audience's attention dwindles

-without scene objectives and conflict, tension never develops, the scene falls flat, actors flounder and the audience yawns and heads for the doors

-without any context, the lines are flat and not very interesting.  But if you create a dramatic framework, find the conflict between the characters in contradictory objectives the lines will come to life

-once purpose and conflict have been added to the scene, it becomes more interesting.  You can take this further by delving into the emotional subtext of the scene and giving the actors specific actions and emotions for each line that then demands an emotional reaction from the other actor 

-the point is the lines take on greater meaning when given direction and conflict that allows for emotional response

-narrative films need action and conflict to frame the important ideas the writer is concerned with and make them compelling to the audience.  By understanding the special properties of film - the visual medium of images and sound - and using these dramatic principles of action and conflict to evaluate an idea and shape a story, writers can save time and energy in choosing which stories to develop into screenplays

-every successful films gives the audience and emotional experience

-you must understand your audience craves this emotional experience.  Emotion takes us out of ourselves and connects us with others, and brings us more deeply into ourselves.  It’s a paradox

-more importantly, emotion makes us feel alive, and when a film gives us this experience, it has us.  We connect with it

-how do you give the audience and emotional experience?  One tool is your characters and their emotional responses.  We understand or empathize with characters who have recognizable emotional reactions.  Emotion is the quickest way to expose a character to the audience

-another tool is humor.  Laughter is a wonderful emotion; it makes us happy

-surprise and suspense are tools to build tension by creating anxiety, and to keep us wondering what will happen next in the story

-the key is to make them feel something.  The worst thing is when you watch a film and feel nothing

-so as you plot out your story, a great writer thinks not only of what the character would do and feel, but what he wants the audience to feel

-what the best screenwriters know is that action drives 99 out of 100 stories and the dialogue is subsidiary to it.  The know that telling the audience everything in words lessens a story's impact, reduces its tension and ultimately creates a boring tale

-the best writers conceive their stories so that characters' actions are the heart of them.  What these writers know is that the audience likes a little mystery, to figure things our along the way

-you audience is already in a passive relationship with the work, and if you tell your audience everything, it leaves them little to do

-by giving the viewer just enough so that he understands what's going on, and then allowing the characters to reveal themselves through their actions and reactions, the audience follows along putting the information together and making sense of it

-you want to show your story, not tell it

-good actors don't need a lot of explanation to tell us what's going on in them.  They convey the inner life we writers so desperately want to get across with their feelings and expressions, actions and reactions

-good writers must learn to be good actors, too, so that they understand what must be said and what can go unsaid, and then figure out how to effectively communicate that on the page

-I urge you as early as possible to start thinking about an ending for your story.  You want a strong finish or pay-off for your film

-the wonderful thing about how art functions in our lives is that it gives us what often eludes us in real life - a meaningful emotional experience of the world. This is what your audience wants and deserves from your film

-"In life, experience becomes meaningful with reflection in time.  In art, they are meaningful now, at the instant they happen."  

-that’s the power of a story; it gives us meaning we can understand now.  In great art, we are able to relate to the story so that it resonates and affects us in a deep way

-the ending is what you leave your audience with, and the stronger it is the more clearly you reach them.  And that has to be your ultimate goal - to reach the audience in some fundamental way

-a short film particularly a funny one, can get away with breaking these rules.  Humor can be an end in itself.  The longer a short film lasts, the more the audience wants it to be a story.  They want it to mean something

-a short film differs as much from a feature as a short story does from a novel

-not only do shorts differ from feature films in their size and scope of the drama, but in plot structure too

-a five-minute short might start with an inciting incident that happens off screen and before the movie starts while a feature  needs to show that development

-a requisite for success in a feature is a sympathetic protagonist.  A short film, however, may succeed primarily because it examines an unsympathetic protagonist who is fascinating

-short films can focus on the conflict in one incident to great effect, but features focus on any number of incidents, and usually in less details

-short films can effectively deal with difficult themes longer mainstream feature films avoid for fear of alienating the mass audience

-people in the industry appreciate filmmakers who aren’t afraid to take risks, and a successful comic tale can open many doors in Hollywood, even if its bleak or black, as long as it's short

-create a character who wants something, give him conflict to make it difficult to attain, and then find a climax and resolution that are unexpected.  Write the story using an active voice (use active verbs that describe what the character does, and don’t dwell on explaining why he does it), telling us what we would see and hear

Starting Out - What's it About?

-the start of the process can be both exciting and daunting.  Inspiration stimulates ideas and they tumble in.  Then the inner critic steps out and sends everything crumbling

-writing is a process

-the key to creating is to create, then evaluate, improve and complete, and not be waylaid by fear and uncertainty.  The best writes know this, and do rewrite after rewrite after rewrite, until the characters, plot and theme come together to effectively tell their stories
-it's hard work, but it can be fun and illuminating.  The wonder of writing isn't what you know, but what you discover along the way about your characters, your ideas and values, and ultimately yourself

-making a good movie is no easy task

-people work differently, ideas come in various ways

-the basic format of any story:

-a hero who wants something takes action meets with conflict that leads to a climax and a resolution
-stories are about characters in conflict.  They are told through action.  Conflict results because the hero wants something he doesn’t have or must solve a problem in the environment.  At the most basic level the story tells us how the hero overcomes the conflict or how the conflict overcomes him

-a good idea for a short film needs to be focused and specific.  It doesn’t have time to leisurely explore more than one topic.  An idea should be fresh, something we haven’t seen before.  The characters should engage the audience emotionally in some way, even if they don't gain our sympathy.  The story should hold a few surprises for us as well as tell us something

-the best story ideas for short films are relatively simple.  They can often be told in a sentence

-they focus on one main conflict, sometimes only one incident, which is developed from inception to climax.  A film may be framed by secondary conflicts but the main story is most effective when it establishes or hints at its conflict early and then sticks with it.  The less it veers into incidental material, the stronger the film will be

-characters become interesting in various ways.  Sometimes the nature of the conflict the character faces creates enough tension to stimulate our interest

-often in short films it's a character's behavior that makes him the most interesting.  How the protagonist responds to conflict, what actions he takes and the consequences he faces will define him more to the audience than anything he says or other characters say about him.  You need to understand what makes your character interesting to the audience then find ways to demonstrate those qualities or traits in action

-good story ideas for short films expose a situation where conflict already exists.  Conflict can be inherent in an abstract idea, a situation, an arena, but must be realized in a conflict involving characters

-the best characters are ones who commit to trying to accomplish something.  Their want/desire/need/goal draws them forward and they meet with problems/conflict.  The opposition can come from a single character or many, a physical barrier, an irritating complication, or even an inner doubt.  Whatever the opposition, it must be externalized and show the conflict in relation to your main character, the protagonist.  This opposition establishes immediate tension and interest, and creates the conflict that drives the plot

-every successful short delivers emotional content - whether it's a joke we laugh at or an incident that moves us to tears.  If you aren't touching your audience in some way, you're not doing your job.  

-great filmmakers consider how they want the audience to feel about their stories, and not just how they want them  to feel at the end.  Throughout the film, as they plot the action, they are plotting an emotional arc for the audience

-the best films are always fresh in some way.  But a fresh set of characters dropped into even the most familiar arena will reinvigorate a familiar genre

-content based on ideas never before explored on film will give a decidedly original quality.  A new point toward an old subject may create the feeling of freshness

-the combination of genres can make us look with new eyes again

-the arena or setting of your film can by itself add an element of originality

-considering the originality of an idea up front can save hours or reworking later on.  The question to ask is "What's new and different about my story?"  Only you can discover your original vision

-it should go without saying that all good films must be filmic.  They have to be more than talking heads

-the real power of film lies in it using both sound and image to tell a story

-I can't stress enough the power of images.  What we see strongly affects us all, consciously and unconsciously

-our brains process visual information much more quickly than verbal data

-films allow us to get close to our subject.  Films tell stories in much greater physical detail, in a shorter period of time, and recreate a sense of reality on screen rather than simply suggest it

-a filmmaker can define an environment as completely as his talent allows.  When his choice of images transfers a believable universe on the screen, the audience becomes more available to him and the story he tells

-if we're shown a world that mirrors our reality, or truly creates its own, we are more apt to accept the story that inhabits it.  This helps us enter "the world of the story" because it creates a sense of a "real" backdrop for the experience

-movement can be understood in three ways.  The movement of character (action), movement through space, and movement through time

-what action a character takes defines who he is, and this is paramount to understanding narrative-driven filmmaking

-the story in a narrative film unfolds through time.  Watching it unfold through the actions and counter-actions of the characters involved in a good film makes us take an active interest in the story.  We wonder what will happen next?  Our minds try to figure it out without our even knowing it.  We ponder the open-ended question, until we hear a satisfying answer

-watching the characters struggle to find what they want, we become more involved with them.  We root for those trying to accomplish something, and are disaffected by those who don't

-movement through space and time is also a specific property of film

-narrative film shows the whole story, not just one static moment of it

-in film, we the audience occupy the place of the camera and see what and how the filmmaker wants us to see specific events.  As the filmmaker moves his camera, we move through the story, encountering character and plot in ways that play as vividly upon our senses as engage our intellect in our search for meaning

-camera position and movement significantly enhances our perception and experience of screen events, intensifying emotions such as alarm or elation.  Expressive motion can draw us into a scene or pull us out of one.  It can express exaltation and freedom, or indicate danger or confinement

-how the filmmaker uses his filmmaker's tools - space, light, color, sound, and time - again depends upon his talent

-the filmmaker's tools are similar to those of the painter.  He uses space, light and color to create affective images.  With the addition of time and sound, he expands his reach of those images to tell a narrative story.  The ability to intercut between geographical locations in an instant as well as time frames, opens up a film editorially to endless possibilities

-the dynamic created by juxtaposing present and past, or jumping from city to city, can keep a film unexpected and compelling

-again, we move through a film, sharing with the characters a wide range of experiences and feelings.  When we suddenly shift between time periods or locations, we experience something the characters do not; we experience a storyteller's point of view. The ability to share both character emotion and the point of view of the filmmaker can produce startling results

-what are the characters doing?  What actions do we see them take which further the story?  The oft-quoted rule is "Show - Don’t Tell,"  and the screenwriter and filmmaker must take this to heart

-all great films, have a broader subject matter than just the story line the writer wants to illustrate.  This is the theme, the underlying unifying idea

-themes are concerned with universal concepts, issues and emotions.  Love, honor, identity, compromise, responsibility, ambition, greed, guilt, etc.., are all experienced and shared worldwide

-the universal quality of these ideas and emotions helps insure the audience will relate to the material on a level deeper than just the plot

-without a theme, a film's an aimless story, having little significance for the audience.  Without this unifying ingredient, there's no purpose or meaning to the work.  The theme is the ultimate subject of the film.  Good triumphs over evil, love conquers all; though broad, these themes tell someone's point of view about the world

-it isn’t essential to have the theme completely worked out when you begin, but it must be by the final draft.  Themes often emerge or change in the process of writing.  You may take several drafts before you discover your theme.  But whenever your theme emerges, it's best to let it help unify the story.  The closer your story stays to its theme, the easier other choices related to it will be

-themes grow out of who you are and what you believe.  The best come from your emotions, experiences and insights about people and the world.  For a theme to be compelling to an audience, it must first have compelled you in some way to understand, believe or share, to tie your individual beliefs to a collective ethic.  It must be important to you.  You must believe in it; if you do not, no one else will

-a few questions can help define and clarify a theme:


-How does the story speak to me?  Does it represent my best dreams or worst fears?  Is there something innately universal themes suggested in the material?  Are there archetypal relationships in the material?  Who is destroyed?  Who grows?  What causes the destruction or growth?  If the hero wins, what special quality enables him to overcome the opposition?  Did he have it at the beginning?  If not, then how does he get it?

-be as specific with your theme s you will be with individual plot considerations

-the best ones always comment on our condition.  Stories are always about something and the more conscious the writer is about what he is saying the more powerful the pull of the message and the more effective the film.  

-but don’t beat anyone over the head.  A good rule is to think of your theme as another writer's tool, to keep a story on track and not a message to be conveyed by your work

-six areas that can provide the rich source material for ideas

1. Character

-human action forms the core of drama.  Because human behavior fascinates, people are the most obvious starting point for a writer

-most short films are, in fact, "character pieces."  They focus on a character by allowing his behavior to show who he really is

-"character piece" is a term used to describe a story that is thought to have little plot.  But all the best stories in every genre are character driven, and not plot-driven

-no one element of your screenplay's success is ultimately more important.  Think about characters as soon as you come up with your idea.  They'll help you as much in developing your idea as in telling your story

2. Environment

-certain human behavior tends to occur in specific places.  Different places attract different people.  Place also relates to mood.  Because environment contains specific activities and actions, writers can use place to generate ideas

3. Incidents

-an incident is a rapid change in circumstances for one or more people.  It usually has to do with actions and events; someone does something to others, or something happens to him.  Although incidents can be gentle or violent, for a writer the most productive are life changing.  The change in circumstances should involve highly contrasting conditions

4. Abstract ideas

-using philosophical or thematic ideas as the starting point for a screenplay does not necessarily mean the film will be didactic, although this is always a danger  

-the beginning thesis can be suggestive of the other elements, such as character and plot, and these must be fleshed out to bring the film to life.  Think twice, though, about using themes that have been overused and overworked by other writers.  If you must use a common theme ("love conquers all"), be sure to look for unique characters and a novel way to illustrate your idea

5. Situations

-let's define a situation as a relationship placed within a certain set of circumstances.

-relationships that are locked together on an emotional level deliver the best potential material for writers

-contrasting individuals within these circumstances makes for colorful situations

6. Informational Area

-this consists of subjects you want expose write about.  Homelessness, terrorism, the Holocaust, all can provide rich backdrops for stories.  Research follows in painstaking detail.  Current and past historical material can be a great source of ideas for writers

-once the idea emerges, you must shape and expand it with elements that will contribute to the story and screenplay.  Asking these questions will help you begin:


-who are the main characters?  What are their main relationships?  What do they want?  Where is the conflict?  How does the conflict erupt?  What drives the action of the story forward?

-sketching out the motivations and back-stories of the main characters helps make the idea concrete.  Describing time and place lends specificity to the world of the story.  Writing down your initial thoughts on arrangement of the material will aid the process of organizing scenes later

-compelling a mass of miscellaneous notes will support the whole endeavor.  Remember, for the writer, ideas remain abstract until written.  Just writing down incidental notes yourself will start the process of putting ideas to paper.  You will have already begun to your script

-the world story is not just the setting or backdrop in which the characters act and the film takes place.  It's the feeling that the space delimited on the screen extends beyond what we actually see; that the lives of the characters inhabiting this world continue when they're out of view, that the world created and shown is part of larger world.  This world outside the camera lends the work a feeling of authenticity

-it is important to understand that the world in the screenplay or film is not a real world but a representation of one

-what happens on the screen is a portrayal of characters events, not real life 

-the audience must willingly suspend disbelief.  This willingness of viewers to suspend doubt about the "real truth" (that what they're watching is fiction) makes it possible for them to fully accept imaginary creations during the time span of the film.  But it's only possible if what they see happening on the screen feels true and credible

-achieving truth and credibility in drama is a mutli-dimensional task.  It starts by making sure you understand the arena you're writing about

-research is a writer's best friend.  Out of it comes twists and turns, obstacles and complications impossible to imagine, little details that give a screenplay authority and an authentic feeling.  It only comes from knowing the material

-if research is skipped over, the work often seems superficial, familiar, or worse, phony.  The screenplay and film must feel real or it won't succeed

-the evolution of ideas into screenplays has a many routes as there are screenwriters, and every writer must find his own best approach.  But no matter how different, ideas generally develop through these stages: concept, character and conflict

-the initial concept or idea for a film usually yields either a character or a conflict.  Whichever it is, the other must be supplied before any real development can take place

-if the idea revolves around an interesting character, you must invent a problem or conflict in order to reveal what makes this character interesting.  The same is true if the starting point is a conflict.  You need to create a character who will take action and best exploit the conflict of the story

-films depend upon conflict to work.  It is primarily the struggle between opposing forces that holds the audience's attention.  Without tension, audiences lose interest.  Conflict equals drama

-to develop the story, key elements need to be defined.  The following five questions will help you monitor your story and keep it focused.  Think about the answers to these questions as steady feedback - information you need in order to know how you're performing as a writer

1. 
What's it about?

-as the writer works with the material, a broader subject may emerge.  This is the theme, the underlying meaning of the screenplay, what you are saying about your world

2. 
What's the genre?

-basically there are five types, though these can be subdivided endlessly


A. Comedy 
B. Farce
C. Drama
D. Tragedy
E. Melodrama

-in comedy, the central motif is the triumph of the hero over adverse circumstances resulting in a happy ending.  In comedy the story is humorously told

-farce is ridiculous, exaggerated comedy based on broadly humorous situations.  It's only intent is to be funny

-parody makes fun through humorous imitation of another

-tragedy refers to any work dealing with somber themes, leading to a disastrous, catastrophic conclusion

-melodrama intensifies sentiment, and exaggerates emotion, action and plot over characterization

-defining genre usually implies finding the right tone of your film

-satire creates a distance between the viewer and the subject.  Realism tends to bring us closer to the characters

3. 
Who is the protagonist?

-this is the main character who pushes the action of the story:  Who is the character fundamentally and why is he involved in this story now?  What does he want and why?

-what the protagonist wants relates to the plot of the screenplay.  To plot an interesting story, we must know what the main character wants.  "Why" the character is involved in the story relates to motivation

4. 
What is the driving action of your story?

-the driving action originates in an event or incident that serves as a catalyst for the story.  The catalyst focuses the protagonist on a course of action toward his goal, what he wants or needs.  What the protagonist wants to accomplish draws or pulls the character forward, why he wants it (motivation) pushes him.  The structure for the story comes from its driving action

5. 
Who or what opposes the protagonist?

-this opposition provides the main conflict of the story.  The main conflict is the primary obstacle or obstacles that stand in the protagonist's way.  If a person (the antagonist) represents the conflict, you should answer the same questions:  What does he want and why?  If the antagonist is as committed to his goal as the protagonist, the conflict will be stronger and the audience more interested in sitting through your film until the last frame

-many beginning writers resist personifying the antagonist.  Either they don’t want to commit to one specific antagonist or they don't see a person in that role

-the antagonist in a short film is generally the character opposing the protagonist in the pursuit of his want

-you cannot have a story without conflict.  Action and conflict are the starting points of plot construction.  If you have a character who has no problem, wants nothing, doesn't take action, you don’t have a story

-drama is conflict and conflict is drama.  How you get there depends on each writer's process

-once the key elements have been defined, the writer may start developing a rough, overall story plan.  Using the formula above for reference, the plan should break into three simple, rudimentary parts: the beginning, the middle, and end

-the beginning sets up the story by introducing the protagonist and establishing the dramatic problem or conflict

-in the middle, the protagonist faces progressive complications as he attempts to reach the goal.  The end focuses on how the conflict is resolved

-most stories flow from the clear goal of the protagonist.  The tougher the obstacles he encounters in the quest for his goal, the harder the protagonist must work, and the more interesting the story will be

-stories must succeed first and foremost in earning and holding the audience's interest.  To be successful, they must entertain on some level.  To entertain means to hold your attention, to divert, to amuse.  Entertainment does not always have to be happy or amusing.  But it must be potent.  Entertainment succeeds when it removes you from your own life and involves you in the story you're watching

-all writers must determine what's interesting about the stories they want to tell, and what has the potential to grab viewers.  A strong film needs to be fresh, unique, and different, so audiences won't feel they've been here before, even if the basic tale has been told a hundred times

-this is our job: to entertain, to inform, move and inspire.  We entertain through amusement and surprise; we inform by having something new, relevant or important to say; we move by arousing the emotions; and we inspire by showing a character's ennobling action.  Remembering these story goals helps when we begin to create and develop the plot.  Just as the protagonist has a goal, you have one too: To stimulate the audience's curiosity about the character or situation, and then engage their emotions

-the process of writing will reward you in its own special way

Character and Emotion - Who does what and why?

-depicting characters in film differs greatly from that in prose fiction and theatre

-in theatre the characters describe action and themselves, and because the world on the stage tends to be more symbolic and artificial than in film, we accept it

-in film, the emphasis is on showing.  The screenwriter must rely on action and behavior to show the audience who the character is

-creating characters that ring true is probably one of the more difficult, if not most difficult, tasks screenwriters face.  If characters don’t feel authentic, the audience is less likely to accept a film on the basis of the story alone.  The audience must willingly suspend disbelief and enter the world of the film

-the strongest, fastest way into this fictional world is through the characters who act and behave in ways we accept as real.  The best writers create characters we can relate to and identify with, or at the very least, ones we're intrigued by and want to know more about, to bring us along in the story

-what makes effective screen characters and protagonists who drive stories forward?  How do we make them compelling people the audience accepts?  These are really two separate areas, intimately connected, whose intersection forms the key to creating workable characters in film

-true emotion is the source of our connection to other people

-emotion is one of the greatest universals, connecting human being to human being despite sexual and ethnic differences.  We all feel.  We’ve all felt love, joy, hate, jealousy, anger, fear, humiliation, regret, etc.  Once might argue this is what it means to be human, to feel.  And because we feel, emotion is at the basis of the audience's identification with your characters

-our response will be the same.  We feel and root and hope for the character.  We become involved in his crisis

-when we see people feeling the way we would feel if we were in similar situations, we can identify much more quickly with them.  These recognizable responses make them appear true to us.  

-if characters don't respond emotionally, and walk through a script of film like an automaton, they don't seem real and render the story false.  Our already tenuous connection with the make-believe world breaks and the story fails

-often when emotions are expressed, they come in tears or anger, with little range in between

-in many ways emotion is the story

-believable emotion besides creating connections, makes scenes more interesting and compelling.  We see someone in the grip of an emotion and we're forced to watch to find out what happens

-how characters respond emotionally to the story often is the way we develop meaning and understand the importance of those events.  We understand motivations better if we see the emotional component to them

-as you think about your story, you need to think in terms of how your character is affected by what happens to him, the incidents and events and changing circumstances

-stories are best told in terms of relationships, which are matrices of emotions we share with others

-if a character pursues a goal and affects no one, he can't affect the audience.  He must relate to other characters, positively or negatively, in order to stir and sway the audience

-relationships on the screen (and in our lives) have meaning only to the extent they engage and arouse our emotions.  We love or hate, and in drama, these emotions cause us to respond one way or another.  We care for or disdain someone, and this colors how we react

-great writers understand that emotional reaction is the source of a character's true motivation.  They find actions that are both logical and surprising but clearly represent the emotion

-incorporating a progression of emotions into the plot of the screenplay helps us better understand the character and his motivations

-including emotionally varying scenes increases the depth and complexity of the story and helps insure the audience's involvement

-one emotion audiences generally understand is fear.  Many writers believe that this is the most important aspect to know about their characters.  If you know what the character is most afraid of, then you know what he needs to face.  Unconscious fear often drives a character

-fear can also come in a character's reaction to an alarming situation, and this way lead the audience to a deeper empathy with him

-drama cannot deal with people who are weak-willed; who cannot make decisions of even temporary meaning; who adopt no conscious attitude toward events; or who make no effort to control their environment.  

-in drama, the main characters must be active, otherwise the story will fail.  The protagonist must be committed to something and forced to take action because of that commitment

-for a protagonist to operate successfully in a story the screenwriter must ask three important questions:


-What does the character want?  Why does he want it?  What does he need?

-the want refers to the story goal, what the protagonist is after; it creates the action of the story and gives the plot direction

-the why relates to the protagonist's conscious motivation; these are the reasons he understands and gives for the pursuit of his goal

-the protagonist's need differs in many cases from what he wants (though it can be interrelated).  Need refers to an unconscious, inner force that compels a character to act without understanding the real reasons why

-a protagonist's want (goal) helps define the parameters of the plot.  It gives a basic direction the audience can clearly grasp while allowing a writer to explore other issues or themes he finds important.  It draws or pulls the character toward something

-a "need" also can give direction to a plot.  But instead of pulling the character it pushes him.  A need is used to create more character dimension.  This is what compels the hero to act often in irrational ways.  The need can also oppose the characters stated goal so that part of the conflict results from the disparity between the stated aim and the subliminal need.  (Knowledge of basic psychological principles can help you here)

-another way of understanding the character's need is to think of it as what he unconsciously needs to become whole but will have difficulty achieving

-characters who want something definite and go after it are clearer and more active, and therefore more interesting than passive characters

-if the protagonist's want doesn't drive the story, his need must

-when the need is something specific, it becomes apparent the further along in the story you go.  When the need is more amorphous and less defined, the conflict the character faces must be definite and clearly present obstacles for him, making the need more apparent

-often a character's real need is as elusive and impenetrable to the writer as those of actual people.  Yet if you keep digging and thinking about the character, trying to discover this psychological key, you'll be rewarded.  A clear understanding of the character's need will usually increase the story's intensity and deepen the meaning of the conflict

-if you are having difficulty answering the question "what does my character need," it can help to ask three other questions about your character that may lead you to an answer.  "What does my character want out of life?  What does my character dream of?  Why isn't my character achieving these?"  The answer to any or all of these questions can lead you to the character's basic need in terms of what he needs to do to achieve his life goals, or in determining what he must address, overcome or accept in himself to find success or peace

-your characters must have emotions, attitudes and beliefs, and actions that represent them.  They need a history, personal traits and quirks, to come alive

-good characters often come from actual models

-how a character deals with conflict or the lack of it can be very telling, and helps shape the audience's opinion of him one way or another

-the writer does not copy his originals, he takes what he wants from them, a few traits that have caught his attention, a turn of mind that has fired his imagination

-your characters are just that, your characters.  They have to serve the themes and story you create and come from you.  The characters must be shaped to serve you purposes

-a perceptive writer is observant, watching people for interesting and entertaining features, mannerisms and reactions, then trying to figure out why they are that way

-many writers use character biographies to define the character and keep actions consistent with who he or she is.  A character biography is a description of the relevant information of the character

Physical Appearance

-sex, age, race, physical attributes, physical defects, heredity, bodily care

Sociology 

-class, education, occupation, home life, religion, nationality, political affiliations, amusements

Psychology

-sex life, moral standards, personal ambitions, frustrations, temperament, attitude toward life, complexes: obsessions, inhibitions, neuroses, extrovert/introvert, abilities: Talents, IQ, qualities: imagination, judgment, unique traits

-it is through our physical appearance that we first meet the world

-how someone looks has a definite effect on how he acts, as well as on the way other people react to him

-physical characteristics can be very important

-the sociology of your character is a study of his or her environment

-all writers have to be amateur shrinks at some level, analyzing and understanding characters.  The more you know about what motivates people the better

-in order for a character's biography to be effective it needs to address not only what motivates the character to behave as he does overall, but also why he's in the predicament he's in now in your story

-what does he want and why, and what does he need emotionally?  The character biography must lead to the answer to these questions

-back-story and character biography aren't identical but they are similar.  Both deal with the character's important history.  Back-story focuses on specific past events that directly affect the protagonist's emotional involvement in the plot as it unfolds. In a sense, all else is irrelevant.  This is what defines the character in the story.  This is why he or she is here.  Often it's connected to the protagonist's need

-sometimes understanding the back-story is made an explicit goal for the audience to attain.  Only then will the protagonist's plight be comprehensible

-all the information in the character's biography or back-story won't necessarily come out in the screenplay.  What specifically does come out should provide us with insight about the past that helps us make sense of the character's present.  Why is the character afraid to feel or to love?  Why is he angry or cynical?  It's important to remember that these emotions must impinge on and push the screenplay one way or another.  They must be addressed in the film

-the back-story should not get in the way of the current story.  What we need to know of the back-story is this:  How is the character's current behavior related to his past life?

-the character comes alive when she has emotions and attitudes.  The action of the screenplay must illustrate these 

-actions may be dramatic and surprising, but if we don't feel they're rooted in a true emotional reaction, we won't accept them

-everyone has a point of view toward the world.  It can be sentimental or cynical, positive or negative, happy or sad.  What's great about an attitude is that it can be interpreted and played by actors.  It can be shown visually in actions and supported by dialogue.  It doesn't rely on words to tell the audience, but can be sensed and felt

-to avoid stereotypes, you need to show this as the persona or outward face, and include another side to the character

-the key is finding the other side of the person to give the character complexity

-attitudes are based mainly on our beliefs.  In film we don’t want to hear a character explain his philosophy.  Instead we rely on his attitude and actions to show us what he believes in and values.  Everyone believes in something, and knowing what it is for a character brings new dimensions to the story

-no matter what people say, a person is truly defined by what he does.  A character's beliefs influence his attitude and actions.  The stronger the belief is, the more definite the attitude and the action

-values tell us what someone holds dear.  Values are important because, along with beliefs, they us what a character will or won’t fight for.  This can be translated into action

-opinions also help define the character.  They let us know what the character thinks about people or the action in the story.  If viewers share the character's opinion of what's happening on the screen, it can increase their identification with the character and their involvement in the story.  If the audience has a radically different view of events on screen it can distance them from the character

-it is important to understand at a deeper level, our emotional and psychological life plays a large part in determining our attitudes and beliefs

-attitudes are to an extent all rooted in the past’s emotional/psychological experiences.  Positive interactions with the world produce positive attitudes; negative interactions produce negative ones

-character is represented in the context of action, and this is, or should be, most of what we see on the screen

-characters, just as real people, are defined by their actions, by what they do and what they don’t do.  What you know about the characters has to be translated into actions

-generally, before someone can take action, a choice or decision must be made.  That choice forms the basis of a commitment for the protagonist, and this decision to commit to something starts the story.  As the commitment continues and/or is altered, the story develops

-the best stories are on some level about choices and commitments 

-the stories shows the protagonist’s commitment, the consequences of taking action, and the sacrifices made because of that commitment.  The choices a character makes tell us who he is

-you must incorporate action that shows us the qualities central to understanding him.  Any important character quality or trait must be worked into the action of the plot for it to have any meaning to the audience

-if we never see a demonstration of his important qualities in the story, how do we know they’re true?

-we have to see the significant action that shows us.  Otherwise these assertions are meaningless, and, if unproved in the case of a central character, will lead to unsatisfying drama

-conflict strips away our masks and defenses.  The only way a character shows us who he really is, what his character is made of, is how he deals with conflict

-conflict, stress, and pressure strip us down to our core.  How we react to trouble tells us about our essential selves, and this is really what the audience is interested in, the stripping away of artifice to the essential person.  

-in the face of misfortune, do we fall apart or buckle down and work harder?  When trouble comes calling, do we run in fear or stand up and fight for what’s right?

-character, in the dramatic sense, is shown in the strengths and weaknesses of the personality that we see dramatized in action on the screen

-stories aren’t about a situation or a series of actions; they’re about characters caught up in conflict reacting to the situations in ways that the audience finds compelling, understandable and surprising

-a character has a (back) story but he is not that (back) story.  He is the personified action of the main story you are dramatizing

-we could argue that the purpose of drama is to demonstrate how (heroic) people take action that is outside the realm of their personality

-the stronger the pressure on the character, the clearer look we get at his real nature in his response to the challenge from that pressure.  The clearest look into a character’s heart is when the pressure is on and the character is confronted by a hard choice

-great stories capture characters in situations where they are called on to make difficult choices

-making a choice is a dramatic action.  They dramatize the situations that place the character at the blazing crossroads of choice, rake them through the coals to turn their actions and into significant moments of the plot

-a dramatically effective choice offers characters radically different outcomes arising from autonomous decisions

-the best way to frame these choices is in moral terms, but not in terms of moral absolutes

-writers often offer characters choices between something positive and something negative.  But this isn’t really a dramatic choice unless the character chooses the negative and gives up the positive consciously

-the process of coming to a decision is an action.  Seeing someone consider and reflect on what to do can help increase our understanding of that character.  We see the weight of the decision.  Watching someone rashly push ahead without thinking reveals a different find of character

-the decisions and choices at the beginning and the end of the story are the most important and revealing about the character.  The beginning decision is made when the protagonist decides what he wants and commits to pursuing it.  In a sense the film becomes a test of that commitment and the price he will pay for maintaining it

-the choice at the end often leads t the revelation of character on which the story is based

-one last point: the strongest moral choices or decisions have consequences.  When the action costs the character something, it deepens the significance of these choices and commitments

-personal loss is best expressed in terms of relationship

-characters only change under the force of conflict

-some films show the protagonist becoming aware of some hidden aspect of his or her personality.  This coming to consciousness, or recognition of a “new” reality represents real growth for the character

-the most important character in the screenplay is the protagonist.  He or she is the focus of attention.  Even in feature films considered ensemble pieces, one character usually emerges out of the group as the true protagonist

 -the protagonists drive the story by having something they must do

-he must have traits or virtues the audience considers admirable or entertaining.  The protagonist must be intriguing, sympathetic or empathetic, to keep the audience caring and interested in what happens in the movie

-many successful shorts, though, don’t emphasize the positive traits of the protagonist but instead focus on the negative.  The filmmakers find humor, menace or creepy apprehension in the characters to build tension, and this keeps the viewer interested in the short term

-attractive traits are generosity, good will, humor, courage, honesty, responsibility, or even the consummate skill of a master assassin

-a character who makes us laugh easily gains our sympathy.  A protagonist may have all sorts of flaws and weaknesses but will maintain the audience’s sympathy as long as we see he is in some manner funny or virtuous

-to create a first rate characterization the protagonist needs something genuinely unique and something archetypal to separate him from the group

-contrasting what makes the protagonist unique against what makes him universal will help bring the characterization to life

-the antagonist is the principal adversary of the hero.  The antagonist can be one person or a group of people who oppose the protagonist’s pursuit of his goal.  The antagonist doesn’t have to be a “villain” to be effective

-a strong antagonist is as committed to his goal as the protagonist is.  The more this goal directly conflicts with the protagonist’s, the more tension develops

-giving the same amount of thought to this character’s wants, motivations (conscious and unconscious), and needs, in opposition to the protagonist’s, will strengthen the overall conflict, plot and story

-the antagonist needs to be drawn with emotions and attitudes, and given actions represent them, the same as the protagonist

-the best way to explore the protagonist is in the relationship to the antagonist

-a catalyst is the character who causes something to happen and involves the protagonist in the conflict which becomes the plot

-often in a short film, the catalyst and the antagonist are the same character

-the confidant is a close friend of the protagonist.  He or she allows the protagonist to reveal sides of his or her nature that are not apparent on the surface.  Protagonists act differently with confidants than they would with others

-confidants permit the protagonist to show vulnerability, doubt, emotion

-if these characters have minor conflicts with the protagonist, or other characters, getting information across can become more fun and feel less expository

The Three-Part Nature of Film Structure
-“a script is more architecture than literature” - Elia Kazan

-Kazan means by this that a script provides the structure of a story that is only truly complete when the actors, production designer, cinematography, etc., all come together to create the finished product - the film.  The script is the blueprint, the plan that provides the planners, the filmmakers, with the means to bring all the ideas together

-structure focuses the organization of the material to best tell the story

-obstacles and complications - the crisis characters face - are tools to be used in conjunction with reversals, reveals and surprises to construct a plot that conveys your ideas and satisfies the audience

-plot structure can be viewed as a two-part process.  First is the overall form the story takes.  Second is the actual plotting of the scenes, the order and arrangement of specific events that creates specific meanings.  The overall structure focuses on the relationships between beginnings and endings, on the development of conflicts in the middle, and how these parts hold all the elements of the story together.  Plotting finds the connections in the specific scenes

-the ultimate plot structure of a story depends on many things - genre, your point of view, even your true purpose for writing it.  These particular considerations contribute to making your work unique

-good structure tends to follow basic rules.  The beginning of a film must set up a dramatic problem the audience understands.  The middle builds the story’s rising action, which then intensifies to the final climax and resolution

-Act I encompasses the set-up of the problem for the protagonist, but your inciting incident serves as the Act I climax; Act II develops the action and conflict to a final crisis point; and Act III builds from that final crisis to a main climax and resolution that resolves the story situation.  

-often there is a strong midpoint that helps support the story in the middle of longer pieces.  This midpoint advances the action or conflict in some significant way to keep the story interesting

-these key points are where you play specific obstacles, complications, decisions, or choices - actions that further your story line and theme

-structure and plotting go hand in hand

-the goal of the set-up is to orient the audience to the characters, backdrop, time frame, mood, as well as give them a clue as to the direction of the film and theme, and present the conflict.  It provides the important information the audience needs to get the story moving

-you must determine what is primary and vital for the audience to know at the start of the story about the hero and the conflict.  In a feature film, this information can be developed more naturally, but because of time constraints in a short, we must get it across more quickly

-sometimes it’s given in dialogue; sometimes it can be shown in action

-audiences need this information so they can orient themselves to the plot and understand what’s happening and what follows

-in a short screenplay, every word, every line must advance the action and reveal only what is necessary for us to understand the characters and the story.  There’s no time for incidental information.  Every word has to be to the point, especially at the beginning.  Other insights and information about the hero or other characters can be revealed as the story advances, and as the audience needs it in order to understand the progressive actions of the protagonist

-the inciting incident is like a catalyst.  It forces the conflict into the open and demands the hero respond and take action.  This action puts the protagonist on the path toward his goal

-short films often play the catalyst off-screen so that the characters are already in motion when we meet them.  Through exposition we learn what exactly the problem is

-what has to be set-up depends on your unique story.  Every story is different

-the structure of the set-up doesn’t have to follow any particular arrangement

-if you are working within the confines of a thirty-page screenplay, the set-up really ought to play out in the first five or six pages




-the goal is to set your story in motion as quickly as possible

-once the set-up is complete, the main action begins.  In dramatic terms, this is called the rising action

-the ensuing action is what the protagonist does to achieve his goal, the conflict he meets (as well as support) and how this action affects him along the way

-by definition, rising action requires an escalation of tension in the plot.  We structure that escalation by using a variety of increasing conflicts confronting the protagonist.  This keeps the story building and provides new developments to help flesh out the characters and the plot.  If conflict doesn’t build, the audience loses interest in the story.  If the conflict isn’t varied, a story will feel repetitive

-before tension can really increase, we first must know what the character intends to do about the problem.  Once the conflict is set in motion, the protagonist must respond to it in some way, and the audience must be able to understand reasonably well the character’s intent in dealing with the problem

-once the problem has surfaced, the hero usually formulates a plan of action and starts implementing it.  Often the protagonist’s actions give us the indication of his plan

-a plan or simple declaration of what the character intends often finds its way into dialogue to help the audience understand the direction and meaning of the action

-plans may be conscious or unconscious, carefully thought-out or spontaneous.  The “plan” also allows the audience to see how the protagonist initially grasps the conflict and anticipates the results.  

-as the story progresses, the gap between the protagonist’s anticipated results and reality (the main conflict) produces story surprise and leads to greater struggle.  As the protagonist perseveres, he reveals his true character, and the audience gains insight into the meaning of the story

-if the protagonist hasn’t already encountered a true obstacle in the inciting incident, the rising action is the place where these obstacles come

-an obstacle is the clearest form of conflict.  It opposes the protagonist as he attempts to achieve his immediate or overall goal in the story.  It stands in the hero’s way

-the best obstacles incite the most action from the protagonist and other characters, and once they become apparent should aim a direct threat at the protagonist achieving his goal.  

-when obstacles are properly conceived and presented, they force the major characters to make decisions.  Such decisions produce dramatic action.  Dramatic action creates compelling stories

-traditionally, obstacles are man, society, nature, and the character himself.  Or more specifically, antagonist, physical obstructions, inner or psychological obstacles, and mystic forces

1. The Antagonist
-the clearest obstacle is the antagonist

-though not necessarily evil, this character personifies the protagonist’s difficulties.  Frequently, the antagonist initiates the protagonist’s (and the drama’s) crucial problem that engages the plot at the inciting incident

-a specific antagonist lends clarity and power to the dramatic structure.  The opposition of these characters clearly defines the conflict for the audience

2. Physical Obstructions
-anything physically preventing the hero from reaching or moving closer to his goal.  These are concrete barriers the protagonist faces

-a good obstacle forces the protagonist to take action, either to confront the obstacle straight on, or to take a different tack

3. Inner Obstacles

-inner obstacles are intellectual, emotional or psychological problems the protagonist must overcome before being able to achieve his goal.  Fear, pride, and jealousy fall into this category

-these inner obstacles are often connected to what the character needs and oppose what the character wants.  These are the aspects of the character he must deal with or overcome in himself in order to get what he wants

4. Mystic Forces
-today we use this category for obstacles coming from paranormal and supernatural worlds

-mystic forces can also enter stories as accidents or chance, as well as moral choices or ethical codes, which create obstacles for protagonists

-each time a protagonist confronts an obstacle, he encounters a crisis, and a crisis is a definite point of conflict in the action

-the screenwriter dramatizes a crisis because it creates tension until the immediate action is resolved.  Because the ultimate outcome remains uncertain until the end, crises arouse suspense

-a crisis necessitates decisions

-crisis involve some combination of physical, verbal, emotional, and intellectual activity on the part of one or more of the characters.  A crisis can be a physical fight, a verbal argument or an introspective search

-crises build crises, and these escalate and intensify the action until the climax is reached.  As the confrontation is in progress, the outcome of the crisis is in doubt

-complications are factors that enter the world of the story and make things tougher for the protagonist.  The strongest complications cause a change in the action This means they enter the plot and divert the protagonist from pursuing his goal - temporarily

-complications differ from obstacles in that they don’t pose an immediate threat to the protagonist achieving his goal; but they make it more difficult to attain

-a great complication can become an obstacle later in the story

-they work best when they’re unexpected, and add tension because we know they’re taking the hero away from his real concern.  Typically, complications arise in the form of a character, circumstance, event, mistake, misunderstanding or discovery

-the period of rising action can be the longest segment of the film and consequently liable to drag.  A strong midpoint can make this section easier to manage, and keep it moving by focusing the action of the first half on whatever happens at this point

-here something significant happens that affects the protagonist.  He might confront an obstacle he can’t get around, or encounter a complication that turns the action in a new direction.  But whatever happens here must have consequences, and these consequences will drive the action toward the main climax in the second half

-action at a good midpoint surprises us.  It might come in the form of an obstacle, reversal or complication; the dramatic problem might even appear solved, for the moment

-in order to reach the climax, the conflict must intensify and increase, causing the action to rise for the last time.  The struggle between the protagonist and the antagonist comes out into the open.  Now there must be a definite solution to the problem

-the climax is the highest, most exciting point in the drama.  The conflict must finally be resolved, one way or the other.  The climax involves a discovery or realization for the characters, or at least the audience.  In film, the best climax is visual and emotional, not internal.  It can be done it one scene or unfold over the course of several

-at the end of the film is the resolution, the falling action

-the problems not resolved in the climax are taken care here.  This final part of the structure realigns the parameters of the screenplay’s world as a result of the climax, fixing the fates of the main characters involved in the struggle, especially those the audience might be most interested in

-the best resolution bestows a final insight or revelation on the story, which puts everything into context by elucidating the theme.  All of this happens in the last couple of pages

-more often than not, the resolution of a short film is included in the climax

Plotting - The Twists and the Turns
-structure gives you the basic plan, the framework, but plotting is the real nuts and bolts construction of your story. It orchestrates the action and conflict, designs the sequences, and creates the story line so that the progression of events make sense, builds suspense and moves your audience

-constructing a believable, exciting plot is never easy

-plot develops as you turn the general theme and the characters into specific details - actions, dialogue, circumstances, time and place

-good plot evolves organically from the reaction of a particular character in a particular situation

-the plot of your story depends on the protagonist pushing the action forward, whether from her own design or as a reaction to the situation.  If the protagonist isn’t committed to the drama, the audience can’t commit to the story

-if the plot is a mere natural sequence of incidents, with no real orchestrated rising action, it’ll be ineffective as well.  The incidents may reveal your characters, but if they don’t advance the plot a step further towards the crisis, if they don’t lead to a big situation, they’ll be of no dramatic value

-plot is made interesting by obstacles standing in the protagonist’s way.  The audience watches with anticipation, in suspense, waiting to see what the hero will do, if he’ll succeed or fail.  If the attainment of the goal is too easy or unrealistic, no one will care.  But if the struggle is fierce and the suspense intense, the audience will feel satisfied at the end of the film

-the seasoned screenwriter once told the novice: “Get your protagonist up a tree, then throw rocks at him, and then get him down in an unexpected way.”

-you must provide interesting and logical reasons for the character falling into the predicament, logical causes for this inability to get out, and finally a logical but unforseen escape

-many people confuse plot with story

-story is a sequence of events designed to interest, amuse or inform its audience.  It doesn’t need conflict or desire, but most stories make use of these factors to some degree

-plot refers to the overall organization of your material that makes it coherent and compelling

-creating a strong plot is dependent on three important factors.  First, plot refers to the arrangement of events to achieve an intended effect.  A plot is constructed to make a point, to reach a climax that produces a specific result at the end

-it isn’t a string of events that arrives at a simple conclusion.  A plot is always aimed at the point it makes in the climax and resolution

-second, plots are based on causally related events (and this is the basis of all plot construction)

-it isn’t “a” happens, then “b” happens, and then “c” happens.  

-it’s “a” happens and causes “b” to result, which in turn causes “c” and so on

-these cause and effect relationships between the scenes are instrumental in creating continuity of action while also developing the conflict, characterizations and the overall meaning of the work

-third, a plot must have enough conflict to awaken the audience’s desire to see what happens next

-conflict can’t just be conflict for its own sake; it must be significant to the characters to be meaningful to the audience

-plot is a series of interrelated actions that progresses through a struggle of opposing forces to a climax and resolution that defines the meaning of the work.  The use of such factors as conflict, suffering, discovery, reversal, tension, suspense, etc. in the plot’s overall arrangement builds momentum and arouses curiosity

-films that don’t have a clear plot often feel aimless.  They seem like a mere sequence of events that never leads anywhere

-story is the starting point, but an effective plot made of scenes with strong cause and effect relationships is the goal

-sometimes your material gives you a plot almost ready made.  More often, you need to create one where none exists.  Once you know your protagonist and his goal, a good starting point is to establish exactly what forces are in conflict with him

-next, determine the moment when conflict begins.  This is the initial action (inciting incident)

-then find the moment the character succeeds or fails in his effort: the climax

-now focus on the active moments in your material, the moments of conflict, change, growth, and discovery.  These moments are usually the most dramatically significant.  A clear understanding of them will help organize the material around the points which will be the most effect to emphasize.  These are the moments that should be prolonged within the drama

-think of your film in terms of broad blocks of movement.  For example:


-a balanced situation (main exposition)


-some force unbalances the situation (inciting incident)


-the character’s reaction (or his decision to act)


-consequences of the character’s actions (obstacles and complication)


-re-establishment of balance (main climax & resolution)

or


-New Balance

or


-Degeneration into chaos

-determine which scenes fall into which categories

-scenes that show growth or change in the character will most likely go in the second half of the story

-change and growth in the characters need to be shown.  Complications, obstacles, surprises have to be incorporated into the line of action

-conflict engages the audience’s initial interest by getting them to wonder what happens next with this problem

-conflict brings the characters face to face with reality and makes them show themselves

-conflict also forces emotion out into the open

-when characters express emotional reactions, the audience generally feels them too, creating a deeper connection between them

-when conflict develops positively and negatively, it makes it less likely that the audience can predict how the film is going to end.  They can’t assume the hero will definitely prevail in the end because his track record to that point involves obstacles that he hasn’t completely hurdled.  If every obstacle where easily surmounted, there would be no real tension in your film

-an audience that assumes a character can deal with anything may not wait around for your climax, however nuanced it is.  Negative outcomes create tension that casts doubt on whether the hero can succeed, and keep endings less predictable

-negative outcomes set up incidents of failure.  Failure can be a terrific teacher for your protagonist, just a it is for real-life characters.  Failure demands examination

-your protagonist’s failure to hit his goal can neither defeat him or force him to change in ways that allow him to grow and succeed in his quest.  How he changes - grows or disintegrates - deepens your characterization of him, as well as creating surprise twists and developing your film’s theme

-what are the emotional consequences as well as the real world cost (i.e. affect the plot)?  Then look for ways you can show these results in the action of the story

-when conflict develops between a protagonist and the antagonist it works best when the characters are locked together with no compromise between them.  We refer to characters locked in a zero sum game as the unity of opposites

-family relationships keep conflicting characters in constant association through love, need, and geographical location.  Love can also bring ostensible opposites together, until their shadow personalities emerge

-try to make the unity (what binds the characters together) as specific as possible

-if the conflict of your story revolves around a situation, or the antagonist is a force and not a person, find a way to personalize the obstacle for the protagonist.  A clash of man against nature can be translated into a personal conflict only if the audience understands that nature presents or objectifies a challenge the protagonist has set for himself

-you need to know what the force represents to the character.  It is not a conflict between man and nature or man and beast, but a struggle going on within the man himself

-to be effective in constructing a plot, conflict needs to rise in waves.  Along the way there are temporary cease fires

or “fixes” but they can’t last

-these short-term solutions just prolong the audience’s arrival at the moment of final confrontation with the antagonist.  Delaying the confrontation can build tension, but also allows the writer to fill in important details about the main characters.  These details help define the audience’s relationship to the characters

-a plot deepens and grows by including scenes that dramatize the main character’s reactions to the plot’s events.  As with real relationships in life, we need time to understand the allies we have and the foes we face

-when the conflict is properly conceived and handled, the drama has a better chance of fulfilling the audience’s expectation.  Not because we’re able to predict the outcome, but because the inevitability of the conclusion feels true to us

-at the beginning of a screenplay, anything is possible.  But after the first scene, the possibilities of what can happen become increasingly limited.  The screenwriter leaves the realm of the possible and enters the realm of the probable.  -the characters must follow one or more lines of probability in reaction to the conflict as the plot unfolds so that, by the end, the screenwriter is limited to only what is necessary

-the plot must appear as though it’s changing directions to keep the audience guessing

-missed opportunities, misunderstandings, failures - all can cast doubt on the story’s outcome.  Some of the best surprises in films come from the transformation of character

-as screenwriters you must know how to avoid problematic endings through effective plotting long before the final scenes

-a good story needs scenes that reveal why this story is happening, what’s at stake for the characters, what the conflict means to them and the consequences of taking action

-all great plots are based on the laws of causality 

-screenwriters build strong causal relationships through:

1) Cause and Effect relationship between scenes

2) Rising Conflict (attack and counterattack)

3) Foreshadowing conflict

-the language of drama depends on this: that we see the cause and the effect to understand what’s going on

-the successful plot doesn’t focus solely on the scenes showing the active pursuit of the goal or the points of active conflict between the antagonists

-it also includes the reaction of the main characters, especially the protagonist, to the obstacles, complications and crises, the losses and even successes, he encounters

-the audience is better able to identify them through their own emotional responses to what’s happening

-“plot is more than a pattern of events; it is the ordering of emotions” - Irwin Blacker

-a plot pushed by action and not by characters’ emotions uses characters as puppets to be manipulated

-all good stories concern themselves with the characters’ emotional responses to the action

-what would my character feel as a result of what has just happened and, what would he do then?

-rising conflict entails attack and counterattack

-we see this when characters battle each other, most often during the second half of the story

-the attacks and counterattacks must become increasingly more serious and threatening to the protagonist as the story progresses.  As the attacks and counterattacks escalate they lead directly to the last crisis and climax

-to foreshadow means to show, indicate or suggest something beforehand.  When we foreshadow conflict, we are letting the audience know it is coming

-a beat is a story point made in a scene or a scene sequence that moves the plot ahead

Fade In: Openings & The Main Exposition
-finding the best opening for any movie can be frustrating.  It must be visual, convey important information, and be interesting if not arresting

-it’s always problematic deciding how much exposition is necessary and how to convey it

-to justify inclusion in the screenplay, every word, every image, every scene must advance the story toward its conclusion

-most of the time, story problems at the opening can’t be resolved

-how do you come up with a terrific opening? Start with a problem

-every great film revolves around a problem for the protagonist and other characters.  This problem helps define the action and framework for the story, gives it direction and unity

-in great films, this problem doesn’t just define the action but also the theme

-to create unified action the audience can follow, you must know what the main conflict is

-the main conflict needs to be apparent, and if there are other conflicts, they should play a subsidiary role

-this failure often occurs when writers use a protagonist’s internal conflicts as the driving force (without knowing how to externalize them)

-once you can articulate the main conflict, you know your opening must build to exposing it.  The question now is how best to get there?

-a great short opens as close to the introduction of the main conflict as possible to grab the audience’s attention

-the discipline of writing a short screenplay before a feature can help a writer avoid the common temptation to fully establish the protagonist before presenting the dramatic problem

-it is the purpose of the entire screenplay and film to show us who the character is.  At the beginning, all we need is a hint.  The audience sits up to pay attention at the main conflict, not as at character biography

-the main exposition defines setting and tone, introduces the main characters and their central relationships, presents or initiates the conflict, and makes clear whatever is not self-explanatory, but necessary to understand

-if there’s humor in the screenplay, the exposition should be funny - aim for an out loud laugh on page one.  The main exposition needs to come early and fast

-voice-over narration is more common in short films than features.  A narrator can express the necessary information quickly and directly

-I am a fan of using a written presentation for all or part of the main exposition (think Star Wars).  What written presentation does is immediately make your viewer an active participant with your work

-written information orients the audience to what’s happening on screen quickly and efficiently 

-many films use scenes with dialogue to convey parts of the main exposition.  The reason is obvious.  Sometimes words are the best way to express what needs to be told

-the main exposition has a direct relationship to the film’s climax as well as one with the film’s theme.  The problem posed at the beginning of a story is the one that needs to be solved or answered at the end

-they are going to grasp the film’s intent only if the theme is introduced early 

-you don’t have to directly tell viewers what the film is about, but they need hints, clues

-exposition, particularly in dialogue, continues without interruption until the climax of the movie, for we are always exposing characters and plot

-when working on the main exposition, think in terms of:

1.What is essential to be revealed?

2 What can be held back?

3. What can be implied?

-holding back or implying certain information can help to maintain tension and anticipate what will happen next.  If you reveal too much, the audience can become bored

-some films make effective use of their sub-problems by strategically weaving them into the plot as recurring conflicts that develop and climax along with the main problem

-the sub-problem are conflicts of secondary importance that impact the plot

-a subplot in a feature begins after the introduction of the main conflict and ends before the main climax

-this technique allows the audience an alternative view of the conflict

-it also creates a strong sense of dramatic unity to the film, bringing everything together in the resolution to show that no piece of the story has been wasted

-raising more than one issue in the mind of the viewer increases the chance of greater involvement in the film

-the more complicated your set-up, the more questions it raises, the more compelling your story will be

-good openings elicit curiosity, raising more questions than they answer.  They open a doorway to a slightly different world than our own

-good openings are visual, utilizing language of the medium - images and sounds - to conjure up feelings and carry the story’s mood to the audience

-great shorts open near a pont of decision or crisis, and the more dramatic they are, the better (this crisis or decision must be connected to the main conflict).  Out of this situation, the hero’s goal emerges.  The best decisions or crises are life changing or significant in some way to the protagonist.  In other words, something is about to happen, to change

-another strategy for starting a film may begin with a change in the environment that affects the protagonist directly or indirectly.  A change can be represented by war, natural disaster, or a death in the family

-you must show the audience right up front what is important, unique and/or interesting about the protagonist, especially in relationship to the story

-what’s essential for the audience to know about this character at the start?  This is really the beginning of his character arc

-you must also consider how you want to present the main character to the audience.  Do you want the audience to laugh at the protagonist or pity him?  Should we take him seriously or write him off?  Do you want the audience to identify with the protagonist or objectify him?

-these questions relate to the tone of the film.  If tone is satiric or broadly humorous, the audience won’t be as closely involved with the characters.  A serious or ironic tone allows the audience more emotional involvement in the film

-you need to be clear about your feelings for the protagonist in order to communicate them effectively to the audience

-does the scene raise a question in the minds of the viewers about what will happen in the story?

-is there action in the scene to make interesting?  Is there conflict?

-a scene goal is like a story goal; it is what a character wants to achieve with action during the scene

-what’s interesting that my character can do on screen?

-the idea is to show the problem, not tell it.  The more originally you can show it, the better.  Viewers will believe the conflict much more readily if they witness the problem themselves

-ask if there’s anything about the character we can learn now that can be utilized at the end.  The earlier the writer shows us an important detail about the protagonist that affects the outcome of the story, the less contrived it feels

-you’ll always need to rewrite to improve your screenplay, but you can keep it to a minimum with a good understanding of your story before starting your first draft

-the opening should poise the plot on a specific line of action that will take it to the midpoint

The Middle - Keeping the Story Alive
-the middle is generally the longest section of a film and the hardest to keep focused.  But the middle is where the battle is won or lost.  If the middle wanders, doesn’t move or skips over important developments, the film loses its momentum.  The audience needs to move with the characters and conflict, and still be surprised and entertained

-if the threads of the main conflict are ignored, or sidelined for action that has no bearing on the main conflict, the links between the scenes break down.  Momentum and meaning are lost

-the middle section must build tension to hold the audience.  The key here is to use conflict as the guide for the plot action.  Important information needs to be worked into the plot and tied to the main conflict otherwise tension dissipates

-the protagonist makes a move, draws conflict, and is affected, which leads to new steps and new conflicts

-the obstacles and complications your protagonist faces must reflect the main conflict on some level to be truly effective

-in a story’s middle, we need conflict and action to heat up

-when you use the conflict effectively, you’re able to build suspense and generate surprise to enhance your plot and better excite your audience

-suspense is a mental state of “uncertainty, excitement, or indecision”

-suspense leaves the audience waiting for an outcome to the events, they anticipate what will happen next

-suspense “is a quality of tension in plot which sustains interest and makes the readers and viewers ask ‘what happens next’”?

-a strong antagonist contributes to creating tension and suspense

-a good rule of thumb is to bring the antagonist in at the earliest logical moment

-to compound suspense, put the hero in jeopardy and keep him there

-setting up a terrible fate that will befall him helps create automatic suspense from that moment on

-a sudden surprise, which complicates the situation or produces a new additional obstacle for the hero, can keep tension mounting

-two of the best techniques for creating suspense are “the ticking clock” and crosscutting.  The ticking clock establishes a limited time frame for the protagonist to perform.  Time is running on the protagonist’s chances for success with each ticking second

-crosscutting cuts between the opposing forces of the story, generally protagonist and antagonist shows each one’s progress toward their mutually exclusive goals.  As one gets closer, the other is in the inferior position

-when the protagonist is worse off, suspense increases due to our worry he won’t succeed.  Crosscutting can also involve cutting between the protagonist and an obstacle lying ahead of his path.  Showing the audience this before the character gets to it increases the tension as we anticipate what will happen when he faces it

-the worst enemy of suspense is predictability.  If the audience easily foresees what’s going to happen, and their expectations are met without surprise, they become bored.  The possibility of imminent crises needs to be foreshadowed.  But it is the possibility, not the certainty of these crises, which gives rise to suspense and anticipation

-a protagonist who is so strong and smart that he can solve any problem through might or intellect won’t engender much suspense.  The protagonist needs to be challenged.  The greater the odds against the hero succeeding, the more the audience will root for him to prevail

-to keep suspense alive, the antagonist needs to be viable until the climax of the film

-surprise means “to take unawares or to affect with unexpected wonder.”  When a plot takes a sudden turn in an unexpected direction, it can surprise us.  When a character behaves in a startling way or does something seemingly inexplicable, it can astonish us

-as the end nears, surprises must intensify.  The final surprise is often the revelation or epiphany which is really the whole point of the story

-probability is not predictability.  Whatever surprises the characters come up with, whichever direction the plot turns, surprises must be rooted in the realm of the probable.  The surprises must have a reality to them, within the context of the story

-one of the strongest surprises occurring in a film is when everything seems to be headed in one direction and then something happens, and suddenly it’s moving in the opposite: the reversal

-a reversal is an unexpected event that spins the story in the opposite direction

-a reversal can be major or minor.  A major reversal will force the protagonist in an entirely new and unforseen direction

-in a short film we find reversal most often at the midpoint of the plot

-reversal work best when emotion connects with the action and/or consequences of the action.  Emotion can fuel and cause a reversal, or can result from a change in the situation.  Emotion adds depth to the reversal and enhances the drama

-another plot strategy for the middle section might be termed the “pseudo-solution” of the story problem.  Here, the initial story question or problem is answered or solved but the repercussions are more unanticipated problems.  The pseudo-solution usually takes place at the plot’s midpoint.  The second half of the plot then shows the effect of solving the problem for the protagonist

-solving the initial story problem halfway through the film can have liberating results.  A plot confined by a single problem is well served by resolving the problem far before the climax; doing so can trigger new problems that intensify plot possibilities for the second half.  A pseudo-solution makes a film more life-like.  Often the greatest problems are posed only after we think we have gotten what we want

-thought the exact number of scenes will vary with each film, the middle of a thirty-minute film will be ten to thirteen scenes

-have you introduced the conflict clearly and strongly enough to force the protagonist to act?  What doe he do?

Fade Out: Revelation, Climax and Resolution
-short films are prone to anticlimaxes because the nature of the short form requires a more subtle resolution than long form drama.  A final twist or irony or character revelation proves ideal in a short, as opposed to a feature’s need for, say, triumph on the battlefield

-the ending is, of course, why we came to the party in the first place.  It is the reason, the purpose, the ambition of the film.  In the ending, the writer reveals what the experience has all been about

-in great films, the ending gives the audience more than entertainment satisfaction.  It gives them something to reflect on as the lights come up in the theater

-climax and resolution are definite terms, connected specifically to the outcome of the conflict and ending of the story.  Revelation, on the other hand, is not as concrete.  Though all great films and fiction employ story revelation, the level of importance and degree of insight can vary dramatically

-revelation means something revealed or exposed, especially a striking disclosure, of something not previously known or realized

-this information often comes as a shock, but always makes sense

-sometimes it’s a sudden realization or epiphany the protagonist has about his life as a result of the events experienced in the film.  Sometimes it’s a realization or insight the audience has about the protagonist that he remains ignorant of

-the moment when the writer chooses to the let the audience in on the secret mover or motivation behind the characters and the story.  The revelatory scene is a scene or group of scenes where the truth finally comes or is forced out into the open, the characters, especially the protagonist, must cope with it.  Now, we, the audience, understand why actions were taken despite the risks, and realize what the film is really about

-story revelation is most often character revelation.  The main revelation usually occurs near the climax of the second act, although it can come as early as the end of the first act

-the revelation almost always has consequences, frequently drastic

-revelations are most powerful when they are simple but surprising.  Often the revelation is saved for the last possible moment of a short film, and is used to drive home the story’s point

-to be truly effective, the revelation must have a direct relationship to the main exposition of the film.  The problem set up at the beginning must be connected to whatever is revealed that leads to his success or failure

-the revelation illustrates not just the solution to the dramatic problem, but can demonstrate why the problem took the form it did

-withholding the revelation helps to maintain suspense by keeping the audience guessing about what is really going on

-revelations are major is they cause the action to be dramatically different than if they had never surfaced

-minor revelations tell the audience about motivations that are not necessarily dramatic, but contribute to our understanding of the story and gain sympathy or empathy for the characters.  Since a good film always surprises us, a few minor revelations should occur throughout it

-revelation saved exclusively for the audience can be forceful and effective

-in features, we usually find revelation that is not shared by the characters in comedies, as a last comic or ironic twist to make the audience laugh

-revelation, too, is best when actions dramatize it or conflict forces it out into the open, and not in expository speeches or flashbacks

-beginning writers often use flashbacks as a way to show something from a character’s past.  A flashback must be essential to the whole structure and not just a means of exposition.  If it is only in the film to visually tell something, and does not utilize conflict or action, it will be flat and boring, and stall the forward momentum of the screenplay

-if the realization is truly a revelation for the character there’ll be emotion around it.  Discover the emotion and it’ll shape the scene

-remember, we’re more interested in characters who don’t tell us everything, especially when it’s painful

-the moment with the greatest intensity, where the conflict is finally resolved is the climax
-it’s the decisive point of the plot and the most meaningful in relationship to the conflict and theme.  Here, not only should the problem be solved, but the premise or theme clarified

-the climax is the key to dramatic unity.  It is the culminating point for both the conflict and theme.  It determines the worth and meaning of everything that has preceded it - the decisions, actions, obstacles, complications, crises

-in the climax, the writer drives home the point of the story.  Simply put, in the climax, who succeeds and why determine the ultimate meaning of the work

-the climax makes the theme concrete in terms of an event.  By focusing the action of the film upon a definite goal, which ends at this event, the climax creates an integrated movement.  In this way, the climax becomes a reference point to test the validity of every element of the structure.  If a scene is not developing or leading up to this conclusion, it needs to be reworked or thrown away

-the climax isn’t necessarily the final scene, bu the one where the conflict reaches its final stage

-depending on the story, the climax may be very sudden or a complex event combining many lines of action in several scenes

-the protagonist’s emotional response to the end of the conflict should be considered and included in the climax

-the characters’ emotions, attitudes, and actions force the conflict to culminate.  The theme is finally spelled out through conflict, though it’s been hinted at all along.  Looking back, every scene contributes to the inevitability of the ending.  No one scene feels out of place.  Thus the climax feels satisfying

-the events that follow the climax are a film’s resolution.  This is sometimes referred to as the falling action.  Whatever remains unresolved at the climax, and may pose questions for the audience, must be explained here.  

-the resolution solidifies the circumstances of the film’s world as a result of the climax, fixing the fates of the main characters.  The best solution bestows one last revelation or insight into the characters or story

-the bulk of the work on any plot is in the middle section, but the last few scenes is where all that effort pays off

-as you go over your outline, look for ways to tighten it

Constructing the Scene
-writing the scene is considered the fun part of screenwriting, the reward after all the hard work of inventing characters and putting together a plot.  Here the characters and story come alive and the screenwriter’s vision is realized

-but jumping into a scene before the characters and plot are sufficiently fleshed out can spell disaster for the beginning screenwriter.  Scenes are structured action, each one advancing the development of the drama and our knowledge of the characters

-if the writer does not adequately understand a character or the point of a scene, he cannot do it justice.  Scenes are interconnected pieces of a greater whole.  They are links in the progression of a story.  Having an overview of the complete story, and the relationships that make it work, gives cohesion to a first draft that will otherwise be missing

-writing a good scene, a great scene, is an art.  It takes a lot of practice.  As in any art, there are principles of composition, technique and a craft for execution

-a scene is a unit of action.  It’s a single event or exchange between characters, with unity of time and place

-a plot can be thought of as the blueprint from which a film is designed.  Scenes are the basic building blocks, and the theme is the mortar that holds everything together

-the organization of scenes makes the plot.  The plot moves the story

-plot is structured, not random action.  Individual scenes are structured action, too

-a scene illustrates what characters say and do and the results of what they say and do

-the action of a scene must accomplish at least one of three goals:

1. Advance the flow of events (the plot) toward its inevitable conclusion (climax and resolution)

2. Advance the audience’s understanding of the main character by illuminating them through behavior

3. Advance the audience’s understanding of the overall story by providing expository information

-scenes are stronger when they utilize a combination of the first two goals

-combining exposition with either of the first two goals of a scene will make it stronger still

-we dramatize story by showing our characters probing, investigating, and interacting with other forces in the film.  The plot grows out of these actions

-the audience needs to understand or intuit motivations in order to make sense of the overall story

-if too many scenes fail to achieve one or more of these goals, the plot structure will crumble

-scene action is the movement within the scene.  A character starts at a definite place or with a definite understanding of the dramatic situation.  At the end of the scene, that character or another is slightly in a different place, or has furthered his understanding of the conflict

-because most films strive for realism, the close proximity the camera provides the drama increases the viewer’s involvement in the film.  A successful film experience then, can be infinitely more intense and visceral than a

 theater experience because it can take you right into the heart of the drama

-the average length of a scene in a short film is one to three pages.  What’s important is that a scene fit the rhythm of the whole film

-we expect films to rely more heavily on visuals while plays and sit-coms are allowed wide latitude with dialogue

-the filmmaker’s use of all his materials - space, time, color, light, and sound - creates and defines the film’s world

-the visual and aural quality of the medium and its plasticity (time) can create the appearance of reality or even hyper-reality

-although a screenplay is more a blueprint than a completed structure, it should provide the inspiration for powerful imagery in order to successfully move the composition from the storyboard to production

-every good scene has one main point the writer wants to communicate to the audience.  The point of a scene can be an incident or event in the development of the plot or an aspect of a character whose motivations the audience needs to understand

-sometimes the main point is to make the audience feel something, to empathize with a character or abhor him. The scene might dramatize the emotional impact of the preceding actions on a main character or show the results of one or more of the characters earlier efforts to achieve the goal

-too many ideas going on in a scene will create problems for the audience.  They will not know what to pay attention to and lose track of the story progression

-it’s the screenwriter’s job to consider what’s visually interesting and exciting in a scene

-strong actions are always more dynamic than static states.  The rule is “don’t talk about it, show it”

-dramatizing a story through the characters’ actions instead of through dialogue tends to deepen the audience’s involvement.  When we watch characters struggle to achieve what they want, it immediately involved us in an active process.  We wonder “will they succeed?” 

-when characters do more and talk less in a scene, the audience must interpret what those actions mean.  This actively includes the audience in the story.  But for them to interpret effectively, the writer must provided hints to the actual motivations

-it’s this active participation in the story that makes a viewer more deeply feel for and identify with the characters.  But when characters tell too much about themselves or the story, audiences tend to either tune them out or disbelieve them

-before there is a visual, words must describe it.  Words are the screenwriter’s first and only tools

-writing the screenplay is conveying the imagination in writing.  The closer the words describing the images and characters’ actions are to conveying the power, excitement and passion a viewer would feel watching the completed film, the more successful the screenplay will be

-the movement within a scene must build from the least important ideas to the most.  If the significant point is given at the beginning of the scene, all that follows will be anticlimactic

-once the main point is made, the scene is over

-every good scene has a point when the substance or action of the scene begins.  This is sometime referred to as the “button”

-a button functions like the inciting incident in a plot; it gets things moving.  It occurs within a few seconds of the scene’s opening and sends the line of action toward the main point

-a progression builds to what the point of the scene is: a plot development, character revelation or sometimes just a funny line after a piece of exposition

-the action is always headed toward the climax of the scene

-beginning and ending a scene are sometimes the most difficult part of writing it.  Where it begins or ends does not usually coincide with an entrance or exit.  The beginning of a scene might be built into the previous one

-using more than one scene to illustrate a focused action is called a scene sequence
-scene sequences are groups of scenes built around a single idea, incident or event in which the locations change but the focus of the action remains the same

-in short films, the scenes are used to show the development of motivations, decisions, and actions, and their consequences

-a scene sequence in a short film is a way of avoiding an overly episodic or incidental feel to your story

-good scenes are the product of careful planning, hard work and reworking

-before writing a scene, spend a little time thinking about it.  Clarify the topic and main point for yourself.  You need to know:

1. Who is in the scene?

2. Where will it play?

3. What the characters want in the scene?

4. What do they need (the subtext) in the scene?

5. What are their attitudes?

6. Where is the conflict or tension coming from?

-often, first thoughts and choices about a scene are familiar or worse, cliche

-what are the relationships between the characters?

-additional characters in a scene, other than the primary participants, can lend values not readily apparent.  The main characters can play off minor characters for either comedic or dramatic purposes.  Minor characters can provide a counterpoint to the main characters, or reinforce them

-setting, too, can add or detract from a scene

-what’s available in the setting for the characters to relate and use.  Giving the characters scenery to connect with or physical props to put into their hands, enlivens a scene and increases its level of reality

-setting can add color to screenplays.  It can enhance dramatic value by offering opportunities for the characters to engage in revealing activities.  It can reflect the ir emotions

-in every scene the characters have their scene goals or scene objectives (actors often write very good scenes because they understand these ideas from scene work

-these scene objectives do not have to be exactly the same as the overall story.  If it is a scene goal, it is generally connected to the character’s want.  If it is a scene objective, it may be related to the character’s need

-a writer sometimes offers a scene to show how a particular action of piece of information has affected a character

-the characters of main importance in a scene often have conflicting wants.  The protagonist often conflicts with others besides the antagonist

-characters’ conscious wants often conflict with their unconscious needs.  It’s important to discover if this is a source of conflict that can add dimension to a scene

-what the character needs in a scene usually relates to the subtext.  This is what’s going on beneath the surface words and actions

-“quiet” or “happy” scenes in your story should be included as long as the conflict is kept hanging over the characters’ heads and the audience aware of it

-as you approach a scene one must always keep in mind how it is going to look.  Think visually about the scene and the film.  As it plays, try to see it in your mind’s eye

-think “If I didn’t have dialogue, how would I communicate the important idea of the scene?”

-“how have I seen this type of scene done before?”

-eliminating cliches and unconscious imitations.  “How can I do it differently?”  Originality and inventiveness surprise the audience and make better films than the stale and predictable

-in scene the personal actions of a character are referred to as business

-day-to-day activities help create a sense of reality on the screen

-these actions also lend physical movement to a scene and keep it from becoming static

-a scene that specifically includes business that suits the character also helps define who that character is

-because of the strong influence actions make on assessing the characters, business shouldn’t be considered incidental or just as movement.  Business reinforces the characterizations.  If a character’s business contradicts his dialogue, the scene can make a much stronger impression than a speech that tells the audience exactly what he is thinking

-anywhere humor fits naturally into a screenplay, a writer should consider using it, regardless of genre.  The humor should be organic to the situation in the scene, and not merely an excuse to be funny

-jokes that turn the protagonist into a stand-up comedian tend not to advance the action, but instead slow the story down.  Effective comedy isn’t based on quips or mechanical gimmicks  

-in a serious or tragic work, the writer purposely uses a humorous scene, incident, or remark to relieve emotional intensity and simultaneously heighten the seriousness or tragic implications of the action

-it is an unwritten law that films must move.  Every scene must advance the action; every line must keep sight of the climax.  A film is always driving ahead

-the best tools to achieve this momentum is to use an economy of words.  Words, description and dialogue, must be as focused as everything else in a screenplay

-descriptions should always be kept to a minimum

-another way to keep screenplays lean is to enter the scene at the latest possible moment.  A scene that starts with the most relevant plot topic dispenses with boring or superfluous material.  As soon as its goal is accomplished, the scene should end.  So stay away from entrances, exits, and introductions.  These take up time and contribute little to film

Dialogue: The Search for the Perfect Line
-in any fictional medium, dialogue isn’t conversation.  It’s the illusion of conversation.  Real conversation is random, repetitive and often pointless.  Dramatic dialogue is ordered and purposeful

-writing good dialogue, terrific dialogue, is like writing a great scene.  It takes a lot of practice

-he can learn to actively listen to the different patterns of speech people use to develop an ear for words

-the role of dialogue in a screenplay is to:

1. Advance the plot toward its climax

2. Advance the audience’s understanding of the main character

3. Advance the audience’s understanding of the story by providing information which can’t be shown

4. Set the tone for the film (especially in comedy)

-film dialogue must be crafted within the context of character and conflict

-if a line does not serve one of these basic functions, you should consider cutting it from the page

-the dialogue helps illustrate the progress of the conflict.  It shows how the conflict affects the character and what they do as a result

-what characters say and what they don’t is a primary way they reveal and define themselves in life and in film.  How a person speaks can be very telling about where he comes from, his level of education, and so on.  His diction or choice of words to describe her experiences provides hints to her deeper nature

-dialogue should be thought of as a function of character.  Within the context of film unity, it’s an action, not merely a device to tell the story

-sometimes only dialogue can expose real character motivations

-if a speech is too precise in its description of past events, it’ll ring false and lose impact because in real life these disclosures are rarely made, and then usually under stress.  A film character, too, then should face extraordinary circumstances when something compels him to drop his guard and reveal himself, his innermost feelings

-generally, dialogue plays some part in conveying the main exposition.  But as a film progresses, additional information is needed.  Many of these discoveries are visual, but often they need confirmation and elucidation through dialogue

-when dialogue helps set the tone of a film it’s usually a comedy

-comedy relies on humor, funny lines, jokes and gags, visual and verbal

-it must sound real to work.  If dialogue sounds stilted, false, corny, or cliched, it can destroy a worthy story

-a character’s individual voice is one of the most important ways he reveals himself.  Voice is more than just how he talks.  It reflects where he has come from and where he has gone.  It gives an indication of how he thinks, what’s important to him and what’s not, and some degree of his psychology

-patterns of speech show where a person comes from, as do accents and dialects

-the use of special jargon characterizes occupations, and slang often identifies time and place.  Understanding and using the special way people talk brings dialogue to life and makes it colorful and real

-through dialogue you illustrate differences between people.  One character can be philosophical or literal, make allusions or be direct

-even characters of similar backgrounds often have different speech patterns, depending on their interests and the way they think.  A sense of humor can define one character while the lack of one defines another

-when you introduce characters whose backgrounds diverge from yours, research becomes a true ally.  Research lends authenticity to a plot

-in a film, dialogue needs to be understood from the first time it’s heard

-the audience is listening to the dialogue and has to grasp its meaning before the film moves ahead.  The best dialogue is usually simple.  It comes in short, ordered sentences that give the illusion of real speech

-you, though, can sparingly use interruptions and repetitions to emphasize what a character is saying and show another’s reaction.  This adds to the appearance of reality.  Reality, however, can’t always be the guide

-poetic, flashy, and complex words and sentences generally confuse the dialogue’s meaning

-just as a scene progresses to its most dramatic point, so does dialogue.  Lines must build from the least significant to the most to develop the innate tension such progression contains

-in comedy, lines develop to a punch line, the funny twist that makes you laugh.  Good writers save the joke until the end of a speech.  If it comes at the beginning and the audience laughs, it can get in the way of or conceal important information that follows

-always save the strongest lines for scene finales to maximize their impact 

-film is a visual medium and dialogue need not tell the viewer what he’ll know by watching the screen

-the best dialogue is lean.  Brevity is more valuable than amplification in a screenplay, especially in dialogue

-a screenwriter relies more on the visual aspects of story than the dialogue to advance it.  Because film is visual, the shorter the film segment the more its visual origins are stressed

-long speeches work better in novels and plays than in films.  You must have a good reason to include one.  Any passage running more than four or five lines should be studied carefully for trimming or complete removal

-monologues are a theatrical device, not a filmic one

-the writer needs to consider length and get the information across in a simpler way.  A long speech used for the revelation of character is a different matter.  Self-revelation can be very powerful

-when dialogue is too direct and too clear, it often rings false, especially when the speeches involve emotional issues

-the art of screenwriting is to capture characters’ indirection in such a way that the audience grasps the true, deeper meaning of what’s happening until the moment the characters force each other to reveal their real motivations

-when characters imply rather than state “on the nose” what they’re feeling, it allows the audience make these associations and connect more deeply with the characters

-a good idea is to first rough out the scene, without censoring any thoughts

-sometimes the characters just have to speak in order to really discover the heart of a scene

-often, out of these flabby speeches, one or two lines will be real gems and say everything necessary.  The rest of the speech can be red-penciled

-save these lines for the most significant places within the scene and cut the others

-most of the speeches should be no longer than one or two lines

-take out anything that sounds cliched, looking for better ways to express your ideas.  Then rewrite

-always read your dialogue out loud.  The best indication of how it will sound is by how it rolls off your own tongue.  We write dialogue to be spoken

-the only way to hear if dialogue sounds natural is to listen carefully to it

-reading the dialogue out loud will also help determine if all the characters tend to sound alike.  You want to capture the different ways people talk

-acting out the lines can illustrate the emotional points.  Listening tells you if your dialogue moves to the most dramatic point, or jumps from one emotion to another

-not all communication is verbal.  In a scene, much more can be said by the way one character looks at another, and through nonverbal reactions

-wherever possible find the specific emotions behind not only the scene, but each speech

-the emotion in a scene usually grows or diminishes according to what’s happening

-dialogue is best in face-to-face confrontation.  Confrontation is conflict

-when addressing each other, they rarely use the other’s name

-each time another’s name is used by a characters in the situation, the character addressing the other will most likely sound obsequious 

-you don’t have to be in a rush to label all the characters

-to make it simpler, when several people are in a scene, use dialogue cues to indicate who the character is talking to

-these cues show the reader and actor what to do

-many beginning screenwriters have a tendency to want to direct every line of a speech.  If a scene and its dialogue are well written, the emotion will flow with it

-the words “yes” and “no” are used less than one expects in real conversation.  People nod or shake their heads to answer yes or no questions

-it’s better to find actions that express a character’s anger than to call someone names

-soliloquy and asides don’t work well in films.  In film, people don’t talk to themselves

-always take time to make the last line of dialogue count.  If the final moment is strong, when the audience leaves the film they will take it with them

The Subtext of Meaning
-scene subtext is one of the most difficult aspects of screenwriting to grasp

-it’s what’s going on beneath the surface, the undercurrent of emotions and thoughts that truly motivates characters to behave as they do.  Most of the time subtext connects to characters’ needs

-a story’s subtext answers questions why characters act and say what they do, before and after plot requirements are considered

-the layer of meaning beneath the plot mechanics goes to the heart of who our characters really are, and why they find themselves in a particular story

-directors and actors bring a scene to life by determining the feelings, thoughts, and motives that lie beneath the actual words and actions of the characters

-without it scenes will be missing purpose and power

-a screenwriter who understands subtext provides clues in the script for the actors

-subtext isn’t what you write; it’s what you write around.  It’s the deeper level of the story that can’t be told so much in words but must be shown in actions

-in real life, people rarely say what they’re feeling.  More often, they try to hide what bothers them, their personal weaknesses, minor transgressions

-they lie about smallest troubles and biggest problems.  They may be motivated to protect ones they love or themselves, to gain power or prestige.  Because motives are hidden, they often are misperceived

-the real meaning of our actions, the subtext, has been muddled by a pattern of behavior designed to show what we want.  But we’re really after is to get people to give us what we need, even if we’re not conscious of what that is

-in drama, where art imitates life, our aim is to show a version of reality

-the screenwriter must know his characters better than they know themselves.  The writer demonstrates this knowledge of his characters through the subtext by letting the audience see what the characters really need beyond what they say they want

-the screenwriter, therefore, walks a thin line between telling too much, and telling too little.  Tell too much and you lose the audience’s interest.  Tell too little and the audience may not understand the story

-subtext is used to reveal what can’t be easily or honestly told in words.  Thus, it has everything to do with needs.  The need surfaces in the character in the form of feelings and thoughts that generate motives for his actions

-subtext compliments exposition, conveying feelings, thoughts and motivations which are too complex too tell in words, but which are crucial to understanding a story

-a character’s motivation carries more weight if it’s closely guarded - the way true motivations in life are.  When viewers have to figure out for themselves why characters do something, they become active participants in the dramatic process

-the subtext is telling us something contrary to what the character says

-subtext should carry a direct relationship the film’s theme.  It becomes the avenue for getting the main ideas across when it wouldn’t be realistic in dialogue

-when a story’s successful, audiences feel satisfied.  When we feel satisfied, usually something is working on a deeper level.  Even if we can’t completely articulate what the story is about, it has touched us in some unaccountable way and it feels true, right

-yet dialogue is rarely the best way to express emotion unless it’s forced out into open conversation

-in a scene, the emotion carrying the lines may:

1. Support the dialogue

2. Contradict the dialogue

3. Have little relationship to the dialogue

-when emotion supports the dialogue, the lines reflect what the characters feel

-emotional states find expression in the dialogue, but in elliptical ways.  Characters talk around the cause of their emotional condition

-when emotion contradicts dialogue, it forces the character to take action contrary to what he says.  He might feel fear and want to hide it.  He might be angry yet be unable to show it

-remember, to the audience, your characters are initially strangers.  Don’t expect viewers to believe everything they say.  The audience needs to see your characters in action and under pressure to discover who they really are.  Only in conflict is one’s true self revealed

-the audience measures the truthfulness of the dialogue and weighs it against the actions of characters perform to discover who each one really is

-in most scenes, someone’s in the grip of an emotion, positive or negative, and this emotion influences the scene, how he behaves and how others interact with him.  It also creates interest.  It appeals to the voyeur in us as we witness a person feeling joy and making a fool of himself

-to help insure the dialogue strengthens the subtext of a scene, ask:

1. What must be said in the scene?

2. What can be implied?

3. What doesn’t need to be said at all?

4. What is the key emotion motivating the characters in this scene?

5. How would their respective emotions specifically affect the characters?  What would each do?

6. Would the character have a conscious or unconscious strategy for dealing with this emotion?

7. Is there a progression or a shift in the emotion experienced by the character?

8. Where is the conflict or tension coming from?

-physical attitude refers to a character’s outward disposition or mood representing his inner emotional state.  Body language, facial expressions, gestures fall under this heading.  All provide hints to a character’s state of mind

-they must figure out ways to clue the audience in on what’s really going on through the external action that can be seen and heard

-actions that illustrate emotional states can be very simple

-atmosphere also helps to reveal the characters’ inner states by reinforcing them.  Weather, time of day, nature can all contribute to creating a mood that reflects the interior world of the characters

-one of the toughest obstacles a screenwriter faces is keeping the story focused

