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    The recent explosion of unsolicited material written for the world's greatest, sexiest entertainment medium has largely produced a mountain of wasted paper. Truth is, the many who write from scratch, no matter how talented, have more chance of winning the lottery than creating an excellent script. The few who achieve success do so because they have shed the blood, sweat and tears necessary to master the elaborate art and craft of Screenwriting.


  




  

    


    


  




  

    This book explodes the myth that a screenplay is the easiest literary form to master, navigates a relatively painless path through the Screenwriting labyrinth, and offers an easy to digest step-by-step guide to writing a script from inception to completion.


  




  

    


    


  




  

    What's in it? The main areas covered are: Motivation; Research & Development; Genre; Idea; Story & Plot; Audience; Character; Action & Setting; Structure; Format; Dialogue; Synopses & Treatments; Drafts; Marketing & the Industry. There's also a glossary of commonly used jargon to further demystify the process.


  




  




  

    John Costello is a Film and Media Studies lecturer and screenwriter. He has written Pocket Essentials on David Cronenberg, Science Fiction Films and this one Writing A Screenplay
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  “Photography is truth. Cinema is truth 24 times per second.”




  Jean-Luc Godard (Writer/Director)




  




  “I believe you need to write a million words of crap before you get it right.”




  Simon Moore (Screenwriter)




  




  “A professional writer is an amateur who didn’t quit.”




  Richard Bach (Writer)
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  1. FADE IN:




  




  “Writing a screenplay is like climbing a mountain. When you’re climbing, all you can see is the rock in front of you and the rock directly above you. You can’t see where you’ve come from or where you’re going.”




  Syd Field (Screenwriting Lecturer)




  




  Introduction




  




  This book is about the labour of love that is writing a screenplay. It is aimed at the beginner (although I hope writers of all levels will find it useful), so it is simple, straightforward and easy to use. Each stage of the screenwriting process is covered, from generating and developing ideas to selling the finished product. Jargon is kept to a minimum, complex and confusing graphs, flow charts, tables and diagrams are avoided, and a useful glossary of terms is included. If your goal is to write for television, you should still find plenty of interest here, but the emphasis is firmly on writing for the feature film market.




  Although I am honoured to write about a subject so close to my heart, deciding what to exclude has been agonizing. Five hundred pages would have been a cinch; a hundred has been a nightmare; not dissimilar to the screenwriting process itself. Screenwriting uses a minimum of words to convey the maximum emotion to the reader. In a feature film script, the writer has 100-120 pages of mainly white paper to engage and sustain interest; to take the reader on an exhilarating journey they won’t want to end.




  Inevitably, as well as being informative and, I hope, entertaining, this book includes my observations and opinions on the screenwriting process, the industry market place and the quality of certain films. I have tried to give reasons and back up arguments, but feel free to disagree, to speculate about my parentage and fling the book across the room if you wish. That’s the beauty of subjectivity. Your opinion and mine may both be intelligent, informed and considered, yet for all that they may still be poles apart. Everyone has their own individual likes, dislikes, tastes and reasons. There are no absolutes in the film industry. No guarantees, no sure-fire winners, no projects immune from disaster, only opinions. As William Goldman so astutely put it in Adventures In The Screen Trade: ‘NOBODY KNOWS ANYTHING.’




  Therefore, allow me to share a few of my suspicions...




  




  Backstory




  




  Whether or not it is possible to teach the art of writing, I sincerely believe that it is possible to teach the craft. I have taught screenwriting classes at the University Of Warwick for five years, mainly to beginners with little or no experience of the form. I have also lectured on the Screenwriting MA at Sheffield University and I am currently preparing the Screenwriting module for Birmingham University’s Creative Writing BA. Some of my students have sold work to film and TV markets, some have written and directed short films, some have even won awards.




  During those five years I have read many, many scripts. A handful were good, a few very good, but none were great. The vast majority ranged from poor to awful. If I were a producer looking to make a return on my money, I would have gambled on two, maybe three. The overall standard of speculative (i.e. non-commissioned) scripts in the UK is not high. Criminally, some writers just don’t bother to learn the craft and ‘rules’ of screenwriting (or worse, refuse, or worse still, reject them outright), yet still expect to be taken seriously.




  Spec scripts in the USA are generally better, as you might expect. The reasons for this are varied and complex, but one can point to certain differences of culture, temperament and storytelling style between US and UK writers. Screenwriting substitutes for religion in LA; novices don’t exist. Waiters and bellhops are born with ink in their veins. American screenwriters don’t view ‘entertainment’ as a pejorative term. For me though, the key factor is the differing emphasis placed in the respective markets on developing a cinematic sensibility.




  




  Cinematic Vs. Televisual




  




  Scenario A: You focus on a strong central character with clearly defined goals, needs and problems. You tell your story primarily through actions and visuals. Your canvas is broad; your milieu intriguing and expansive. Your theme reaches out to the reader’s humanity. There is something new and fresh about your work. You have something different to say.




  




  Scenario B: You sketch a bunch of frequently selfish and/or irritating characters with a catalogue of problems and a lot to say for themselves; to misappropriate the title of a Philip K Dick novel, Puttering About In A Small Land. You tell your story primarily through dialogue. Your milieu is overfamiliar and restricted. Your premise suffers from a lack of theme, or your theme panders to negative emotions. There’s nothing original here; we’ve seen it all before. You simply need to keep money coming in.




  




  Many writers who instinctively place themselves in Scenario A are mistaken. Decide for yourself, objectively. If you do belong in A, your material is cinematic and stands a good chance of success. If you are closer to B, your material is televisual, and needs to improve whether you are writing for film or television. The majority of scripts I read are in fact bland television masquerading as film. This stems from their lack of cinematic characteristics: originality, breadth, style, ambition, action, consistency, clarity of vision and mastery of dramatic structure.




  We live in a TV-dominated culture but unfortunately the dearth of good writing for television creates a mediocrity-go-round for writers. Of course, the best TV writing remains excellent (The Sopranos, Queer As Folk, The Office, 24, The West Wing) and the worst film writing remains abysmal, whether targeting a puerile, undemanding teen market (Booty Call, Pootie Tang, Dude, Where’s My Car, The Animal), no discernible market at all (a huge problem with British films) or following a shameless, soulless fast-food formula (Planet Of The Apes remake, Gone In 60 Seconds remake, Tomb Raider, End Of Days). That such material is commissioned and produced betrays an inherently flawed system on both sides of the pond; after all, writers must obey the demands of the market place if they want to eat. The US market largely recycles cynical lowest-common-denominator fodder: endless remakes, sequels and computer game or comic adaptations. The UK market largely recycles popular televisual mediocrity which simply does not translate to the big screen.




  The worst American films tend to be in the aforementioned teen market, but at least it’s a lucrative one; much Hollywood product is aimed at 15-year-old males because they visit the cinema most often and spend the most on confectionery. With British films, however, it’s hard to discern which market they are aimed at. Behind every The Full Monty or Four Weddings And A Funeral or Billy Elliot there follows a legion of lead caskets to strike fear into the hearts of even the most dynamic PR hypers: Guest House Paradiso, Circus, Love, Honour & Obey, Honest, Saving Grace, Rancid Aluminium, The Designated Mourner, Fanny & Elvis, Essex Boys, Sorted, Dad Savage, Nora, Purely Belter, Amy Foster, Different For Girls, Nasty Neighbours, A Room For Romeo Brass, Mad Cows, Bring Me The Head Of Mavis Davis, The Disappearance Of Finbar, Babymother, Relative Values, Some Voices, Maybe Baby, Very Annie Mary, The Martins, Mike Bassett: England Manager, Janice Beard 45 WPM.




  I make no apologies for holding a general antipathy towards the underachieving, unambitious culture of British films; as I said, this is my subjective opinion, savage it at your leisure. It’s my contention that the majority of American films are superior, at the heart of which lies their cinematic identity - derived from the fact that American writers, particularly in the vibrant independent sector, have researched the market place, studied the sophisticated storytelling and stylistic techniques of the best film-makers in the world, and have incorporated them into their own work. Few British writers do this. In The Guerilla Film Makers Handbook, James Wilson, Deputy Head of Production at Film Four, says of the British film industry: “I despair of a film culture that can’t think beyond the stylistic language of Eastenders. Film is its own language, not an extension of the language of TV drama or theatre. It’s about having a strong voice, whether it’s Happiness, The Idiots, or Being John Malkovich. Who’s got voices like those in the UK? Who’s got the balls?”




  Who indeed?




  An off-the-cuff list of excellent recent American films: The Insider, Requiem For A Dream, Being John Malkovich, Three Kings, Go, Almost Famous, Happiness, American History X, The Limey, The Straight Story, Fight Club, The Iron Giant, Your Friends And Neighbors, Buffalo 66, American Beauty, Magnolia, The Matrix, Wonder Boys, The Virgin Suicides, Traffic. I could mention many more. Excellent examples of recent world cinema include: Run Lola Run (Germany), La Veuve De Saint Pierre and Amélie (France), All About My Mother and Open Your Eyes (Spain), Last Night (Canada), Cure: The Power Of Suggestion and Battle Royale (Japan), Together (Sweden), Amores Perros (Mexico), Our Lady Of The Assassins (Colombia), The Dish (Australia), Funny Games (Austria) and countless others. Excellent recent British films: East Is East, Wonderland, Memento, Croupier, Sexy Beast. Five films, of which the first two are really television. I couldn’t think of others, and therein lies the problem.




  So if the situation is so bad, why bother at all? Well, because when we see a great film there are few experiences to touch it. The thought of writing a film which electrifies the emotions of a large audience should be motivation enough. If you aspire to write a screenplay with viable commercial prospects in a diminished and devalued market place, and an aesthetic weight you can be proud of, you’re aiming for a goal that few British screenwriters currently achieve, or in truth even set themselves. Watch American Beauty, The Dish and All About My Mother for examples of how intimate character drama can still attain a cinematic gravitas. And the next time you pay to see yet another disappointing film that fails to engage you and would lose nothing on your portable TV screen, channel your emotion into creating something better yourself; something genuinely cinematic, something to (please) prove me wrong.




  




  Spoiler Warning




  




  It goes against all of my instincts to give away key film twists, switches, shocks, reveals and endings... but in this book it’s an occupational hazard and I’m afraid I do. All the time.




  




  On The Road




  




  After reading this book, you should understand a great deal more about the art and craft of screenwriting, the conventions of narrative, the importance of character and structure, the necessity of adhering to screenplay format and the sheer magnitude of the task of writing a great visual script. I hope you will also feel galvanised and better equipped to tackle this task. This book provides help and advice on writing an original, entertaining screenplay, if you’re prepared to put your heart and soul into it. Time to find out...




  




  2. Motivation & Ideas




  




  “Writing is a personal responsibility”




  Syd Field (Screenwriting Lecturer)




  




  Motivation




  




  What drives us to write? A spiritual desire to create art, or a more prosaic need to pay the bills? Whatever the reason, the act of writing demands discipline, effort, commitment and, perhaps above all, motivation. Motivation is the x factor that drives you to sit in front of the computer and move your fingers every day, no matter how much you hate the thought and no matter how badly things are going. If you lose motivation, writing becomes a chore and before long all those odd jobs that you’d put off for years start getting done. You’re only too happy to decorate or mend the shed or wash the car. Daytime television takes on a strange allure. Anything to avoid staring at the damn computer.




  Writing a screenplay, whether destined to put an Oscar on your mantel or to line a litter tray, requires regular hard work towards goals of self-improvement and sales, and involves careful planning, research and execution. Neglect any of these areas at your peril. The best way to build your confidence and improve as a writer is to plan regularly, research regularly and write regularly. Or, to put it more simply, wise up and adopt a professional attitude.




  The chief obstacle to motivation is fear: fear of groping around in the dark; fear of not being good enough; fear of embarrassment, defeat, failure. One of the aims of this book is to provide the knowledge you’ll need to conquer your fear and motivate yourself, allowing you to write with confidence and produce higher quality material.




  




  Finding Your Voice




  




  The prospects of fortune and success in a glamorous industry certainly provide incentives for screenwriters, but don’t become sidetracked from the writer’s greatest motivation of all: finding something you just have to say; something that makes you lick your lips in anticipation of booting up the computer every day.




  Finding your voice is a tricky concept to explain. It’s a combination of saying what you want to say, in the way you want to say it, and developing an ability to say it with an originality and flair that makes the combination special. To succeed, your work needs a consistency of vision and a style of execution that elevates it above the average. It should show you in the best possible light; as a creative artist who is professional enough to learn and employ the craft of screenwriting.




  Unfortunately, finding your voice is, like everything else, a process - it doesn’t happen spontaneously. Don’t be surprised when your first efforts appal you and bear little resemblance to what you want to say, or how. It’s that way for most of us. Don’t become demotivated and give up because quality can only be arrived at via quantity. If you realise this, you’ll be able to expel your initial garbage and write past it. Remember - nothing good is written, it’s always rewritten.




  Another obstacle is that the prospect of revealing one’s innermost idiosyncrasies is often acutely embarrassing. But it is precisely this quality that the industry is looking for - a new voice with something different to say, and a fresh, individual way of saying it. Far too many writers hide their real voices behind façades of structure and plot, leaving their work empty and formulaic. Write your individuality onto the page. I would rather read a flawed script with personality shining through than a technically proficient but soulless script. The former can be remedied; the latter usually cannot.




  




  Art Vs. Craft




  




  It’s dangerous for a screenwriter to view himself solely as an artist. A talented student once told me, “I don’t need to learn structure - I want to write a film, not a movie.” He never completed a first draft. If you share this highbrow self-image, maybe you should consider other forms of expression: painting, sculpture, novels or poetry. I’m certainly not denigrating such endeavours, but screenwriting is a synergy of craft and art, in that order. It allows plenty of room for creativity - within the parameters of a flexible structure and inflexible format. First learn the craft and then supply the talent because (unless you are truly exceptional) without the artifice the art will not be enough.




  




  Discipline




  




  If your embryonic writing projects are legion, all once promising but now discarded, or you make good progress until you reach the final straight, you are fleeing the most basic discipline of writing - Finish What You Start. For most of us the reality is that little comes easily. Hard work, hard thought and hard choices are the order of the day, every day. To break through this mental barrier you must develop a disciplined approach that treats writing as the bedrock of your daily life.




  One obstacle is that writing sometimes doesn’t really feel like work. It’s so easy to duck out of. You’re at home so you can watch TV, get a sandwich, send emails, whatever. Train yourself to treat writing as a job. If you can’t write at home, find office space. If you have a full-time occupation, then writing becomes your part-time one. If you don’t, then write nine-to-five, or if you’re a night owl, nine pm to five am. You alone can decide how much time you can afford. Tuck the writing in comfortably around your commitments, or vice-versa. But be prepared for the possibility that if you simply can’t spare enough time and/or energy, or after months you’d still rather have an enema than turn on the computer then, like anything in life, if you can’t enjoy it you’d probably be better off doing something else. As Quentin Crisp put it, “If at first you don’t succeed, then darling, failure may be your forte.”




  




  Routine




  




  Art Arthurs’ phrase “Seat of the pants to the seat of the chair” is one of the most motivating mantras I know. I often say it aloud when I’m tempted back to the TV, DVD or CD; it reminds me that the only way to finish what I start is to sit and graft every day. Also, I find writing so much easier when I exercise my brain regularly. Upon returning cold after a period of neglect (usually justified as a ‘break’), even basic grammar and sentence construction is a struggle for around two days until it all flows again and I curse myself for the wasted time and effort my ‘break’ has cost.




  It’s all about routine. Discipline demands it and deadlines dictate it. In any job, people prefer to know in advance what they’re expected to produce, and when. You should determine your own preferred routine once you’ve discovered your most productive writing time. Mine is at night, almost always with music and Mrs Daniels’ son Jack for company. I have friends who can only work in silence, or with mineral water, or in two-hour bursts or who simply have to keep going until they’ve poured themselves out.




  When establishing a routine, short-term goal setting is important. Without goals it is far easier to procrastinate, avoid or flee. Goals should be achievable without pushing yourself too hard. Simon Beaufoy, writer of The Full Monty, illustrates this: “What I mostly try and do is set myself about five pages a day to write, and of course that’s a great theory but actually what happens is on a good day you’ll write maybe ten pages, but mostly... you’ll sit there and twiddle your thumbs and stare out the window and curse the world that you ever took on such a project.”




  When you’re ready to write your first feature script draft, five pages a day will see it completed in around twenty working days. When put like that it somehow doesn’t appear as daunting, does it? Just remember that it takes months of research and preparation to reach the draft stage.




  One final point: it is important that if there are significant others in your life; partner, children etc, you should discuss your ambitions and your proposed routine with them, and make sure they understand that this is your private time and that you are deadly serious about it. If they are not with you on this it will cause problems. Weigh up the pros and cons. If your activities are reasonable, then go for it - if you don’t do it now, you’ll probably never do it.




  




  For Whom Do You Write?




  




  Something that comes as a revelation to many students is the concept that you write not for an audience, or the director, or yourself but for the reader. Not only a script reader working for a production company but any reader that sits down with your screenplay at any time.




  People who turn to scriptwriting under the mistaken assumption that it is an easier literary form to master or to sell than a novel couldn’t be more wrong. The attraction is easy to see: novels run to hundreds of pages, while screenplay length is 90-120 pages. Novels maximise, screenplays minimise. Novels tell stories through language, screenplays through visuals. However, the principle of learning the form before trying to produce your best work in it remains the same. You should write with a potential audience in mind but your words must succeed in their own right; they must come alive on the page and entertain anyone who reads them. The fruit of any labour must be of the highest quality to succeed in its market place.


OEBPS/Fonts/cour.ttf


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Writing a
creenplay

REVISED AND UPDATED
Synopses & Treatments
Story & Plot
Motivation
Character
Dialogue
Format
Ideas
Genre
Drafts

Structure

Marketing
Self-Diagnosis

Research & Development

WRITING
A SCREENPLAY

John Costello





