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Introduction


Who Needs Another Book on Screenwriting?





You do. I imagine that you are opening this book because you haven’t found the answers to the many questions you have about how to break into the field of screenwriting. The books you have looked at probably disappointed you because they laid out, in excruciating detail, a series of rules you must follow to write a salable script. These rules probably struck you as recipes for turning out predictable screenplays resembling too many movies you’ve already seen. These books may have seemed to have more in common with cookbooks than they do with the field of creative writing, encouraging standardization rather than individuality. You may also have noticed that most of the people writing these books somehow have never managed to get a script of their own produced, which probably accounts for why much of their advice may seem so vague and impractical.


At least that is what I found when I started surveying the field of books on screenwriting. When I began teaching screenwriting on a regular basis more than a decade ago, after a long career as a professional film and television writer, I naturally hoped to find a handy textbook I could use for my classes that could provide a solid framework for learning the craft. To my surprise, I couldn’t find a book I thought worth using. Some seem reasonably sound but overly obvious, dull and trite in their approach to filmmaking and creative writing. Some books offer amusing comments on the field but don’t offer you much practical help. You can get something out of almost any of these books, but not enough to do the job.


What I couldn’t find was a book that actually gets into the nitty-gritty of what’s required to learn the screenwriting craft in a systematic way and that does so concisely and without telling you how to write formulaic screenplays. I wanted a book that gives you the tools to write in your own voice. I did not want one that would tell you how to devise character “arcs” that follow standard behavior patterns for movie characters, how to include “beats” and “inciting incidents” and on what pages to put them, and how to ensure that your characters and plots are “likable” enough (meaning innocuous enough) to sell. Charlie Kaufman made wicked fun of such books in his screenplay for Adaptation, showing an intemperate screenwriting teacher (modeled on a certain luminary in the field) browbeating his students into following the slavish formulas pushed in his books and highly expensive seminars. Whether your ideas are truly daring and original and whether you are writing from the heart rather than just the pocketbook often seems incidental in such dogmatic approaches to the craft.


And if you are as dissatisfied as I am with such factory-style training methods, you probably share my view that what’s wrong with most mainstream filmmaking today, at least in the United States, is that it follows formulas so slavishly. When you go to the theater and see a bunch of trailers (after suffering through all the ads you’ve paid good money to watch), you find to your distress that most of the coming attractions look alike—cars flipping over and exploding, maniacs chasing victims through shadowy houses and alleyways, slobby guys making fools of themselves pursuing impossibly pretty girls, superheroes flying through darkly painted skies, animated monsters and machines chasing tiny humans through fairytale landscapes or urban settings that look like video games—a nonstop parade of dreary clichés and tiresome (though impressively executed) special effects, all thrown together in a dizzying montage of shots lasting no more than two seconds each.


American movies that take the time and care to deal with people and their problems—such as No Country for Old Men, Juno, Million Dollar Baby, Gran Torino, Lost in Translation, Sideways, The Good Shepherd, The Informant!, The Wrestler, Up in the Air, A Serious Man—unfortunately seem few and far between, though audiences starved for such adult fare made most of those films popular. American movies exploring serious issues and ideas are even harder to find (with such notable exceptions as Milk; Invictus; Bulworth; Syriana; Minority Report; Munich; Good Night, and Good Luck; and In the Valley of Elah), and usually if you want to see a film about social issues, you’d better hurry before it’s hustled off the screen to make room for the next CGI extravaganza. The Hurt Locker, a powerful human drama dealing with the Iraq War, won the best-picture Oscar for 2009 but had trouble drawing audiences to theaters. A rare example of a critically and commercially successful film dealing in an adult way with a serious social theme was Brokeback Mountain, which defied conventional wisdom to demonstrate that a gay love story, and a Western to boot, beautifully written (by Larry McMurtry and Diana Ossana, from the short story by Annie Proulx) and directed (by Ang Lee), could appeal to a broad audience.


But studios usually go for safer bets, films that are market-tested to appeal to the lowest common denominator. It’s uncommon for a quality film to emerge from that process, although it does happen, as demonstrated by Avatar, The Dark Knight, The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring, V for Vendetta, Titanic, and Steven Soderbergh’s remake of Ocean’s Eleven. In such cases, the filmmakers found ways of overcoming genre clichés and market pressures. But someone said only half-jokingly that the ideal movie for today’s marketplace would be a two-hour explosion. If you can figure out a way to write such a movie, more power to you. But if that’s your goal, this is probably not the book for you. And even if it is your goal, you might well find that in trying to make that long explosion interesting, you will need a solid story structure and some well-rounded characters to inhabit the cinematic world of your imagination. This book, then, will give you the tools to tell the stories you want to tell, the ones you’ve been carrying around in your head, the “scenes you’d like to see” (as Mad magazine used to put it) but don’t yet have the craft to transfer from your head to the printed page.


The New Yorker ran a cartoon a few years ago showing the screenwriting section of a chain bookstore, with a sign above the book rack proclaiming “WIN THE LOTTERY.” That captures the problem with too many books about screenwriting. They assume your motivation in wanting to write screenplays is simply to get rich. Or to get famous. Or to get laid. Joe Eszterhas, in his entertaining book The Devil’s Guide to Hollywood: The Screenwriter as God!, keeps reminding you about the time he slept with Sharon Stone, one of the perks he claims to have received for writing Basic Instinct. Sure, those are probably the main motivations for many people in the business. But are those really the reasons why you want to write scripts? Take a moment to ask yourself why you first wanted to get into this crazy racket.


I assume you wanted to do so because you love watching movies and telling stories. You may or may not have much experience in other forms of writing, but if you want to be a writer for the screen, you probably love words almost as much as you love pictures. The operative word here, as you notice, is “love.” If you don’t love what you are doing when you write screenplays and if you don’t want to do it for love more than for any other reason, I’d suggest you seriously think of doing something else, because the film business is as difficult as it can be rewarding.


This book is not going to promise you that you’ll get rich or win an Oscar. But if you want to take a shot at success—and let’s define that as writing a script that not only sells but reaches the screen in a form reasonably similar to what you wrote—you first have to know the craft. And if you want to learn the craft, this book can show you how.


My aim here is to demystify the process. What you will get is straight talk, no mumbo jumbo or gimmicks, just a methodical, step-by-step process that walks you through the different stages of writing a screenplay. Our work together will be modeled on the development process that a screenplay undergoes in the world of professional filmmaking—from idea to outline to treatment to step outline to finished screenplay. The book will show you, with discussions and concrete examples, how each of these stages of development functions and will give you ways of correcting and polishing your own work. When you do these writing exercises, the same kind of steps that a professional writer would follow in developing a script, the end product will be a short screenplay in the professional format.


I have used this same method with hundreds of beginning screenwriting students at San Francisco State University and elsewhere, and I am happy to report that almost all of them get the hang of the process in less than three months. I can make you the same guarantee I make to them: If you learn these lessons and work diligently on your writing assignments, you will be well on your way to being a professional-quality screenwriter within ninety days or less. The only students who don’t reach that goal are usually the few who skip some of the lessons or don’t do all the written work. But since you are highly motivated—you’ve bought the book by now, I’m sure—you will escape those pitfalls and emerge ready to write your own feature-length screenplays. After that, it’s up to you. Your own talent and drive will carry you into your professional career. But every professional writer has to start with the basics.


APPRENTICESHIP


How did I learn the craft? And how am I going to apply what I learned to teaching it to you? For me it started with Citizen Kane. I first saw Orson Welles’s masterpiece about a media tycoon when I was nineteen, one afternoon in 1966 in a film class at the University of Wisconsin–Madison. The audacity and ambition of the film, and the fact that its maker was only twenty-five, literally changed my life. I went from wanting to be a novelist to wanting to write and direct films. I started writing a critical study of Welles, completed four years later, the first of three books I’ve written on him and his work. By 1970, through a series of fortunate coincidences, I would be acting in a Welles film, as a film critic in The Other Side of the Wind, and working with the director to help write my own dialogue. That Walter Mittyish adventure was my first experience in professional filmmaking, and what a way to start!


Working with Welles for six years on that legendary, still-unfinished satire of Hollywood was my equivalent of film school. We had only two film courses at Madison, and neither was about screenwriting. But we had thirty-five film societies on campus (one of which I ran), so I was constantly studying films. The film sections of bookstores were still very skimpy in those days; although it was a good time to break into writing about film, it was a bad time to look for a book on how to write films. I also didn’t have the means to go to a film school in New York or California. So I realized that I would have to teach myself the craft of screenwriting.


I was fortunate to have access to a 16 mm print of Citizen Kane that I watched over and over (more than sixty times in that period) to learn every aspect of cinematography, art design, editing, acting, directing, and writing. And I was even more fortunate to have access to a mimeographed original copy of the script of Kane at the State Historical Society of Wisconsin (now the Wisconsin Historical Society); the script was still unpublished and would not appear in print until 1971. Every day for a month, I hauled my portable manual typewriter to the Historical Society reading room to type an exact copy of that magnificent screenplay, since I couldn’t afford to have it photocopied. I took it home and studied it as my bible for the next few years, absorbing both its formatting and its content. The script of Kane by Herman J. Mankiewicz and Welles is a film school in itself, with its rich characters and themes, colorful and witty dialogue, brilliantly visual descriptions, and intricate flashback structure. I was pleased to learn many years later that when David Mamet was teaching himself to write plays, he similarly typed out a copy of a dramatic work he greatly admired, Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire. Mamet could have taken that play out of the library, but typing it for himself made him intimately familiar with every word and line. Internalizing a play or a script in this way, to make its style second nature as you learn from your master(s), is something I’d recommend to any young writer.


And so I felt I was ready—rashly enough—to start writing scripts of my own. But how to begin?


Realizing that learning how to write in the screenplay form was challenging enough without having to come up with my own story, I sensibly decided to start with some adaptations of literary works and gradually build up to writing an original. I knew that I should start simply, by writing a short script based on a story that could be filmed without a great deal of complication. I thought of Jack London’s classic short story “To Build a Fire.” This story about a man’s desperate attempt to survive in sub-zero Yukon cold is filled with blunt action descriptions and carries a strong emotional punch. London’s storytelling is largely visual in its narrative style and free from internal monologues and other complicated literary devices. The story’s elemental simplicity makes it powerful material for filming.


I studied the story carefully and turned it into an adequate blueprint for a short film. It was rather clumsy and not in the professional format, but I found that I could translate a written story into cinematic language, although I was laboring under some misapprehensions about screenwriting (more on that later). In the end I decided not to shoot the screenplay because of the practical difficulties during a Wisconsin winter of filming a man slowly freezing to death; Wisconsin may not have been as painful as the Yukon, but it was close enough.


Thus emboldened by my first experience writing a screenplay, I went on to try my hand at a feature-length script. I wrote a couple of adaptations and then ventured into writing originals. I didn’t sell my first screenplay until 1977, the seventh feature-length script I had written (I had also written dozens of short film scripts and filmed several of them myself). That’s one of the first lessons I will pass along to you: Don’t ever stop writing. The great novelist Graham Greene wrote five novels before he found a publisher; the sheer determination involved in keeping going in such circumstances is the test of whether a writer is truly serious or not.


So I served a ten-year apprenticeship teaching myself how to write scripts before I became a professional. By then I had thoroughly learned the craft, and over the next seven years I had three features produced (including cowriting the cult classic musical Rock ’n’ Roll High School) and six television specials. I received a Writers Guild of America Award, four other WGA nominations, a Canadian Film Awards nomination, and two Emmy nominations before I decided to concentrate full-time on writing books. But occasionally I have been lured back to work in the movie business, usually as a writer and/or producer of documentaries. I will share my varied experiences as a film and television writer to help illustrate the lessons in this book.


The methods I used to teach myself how to write screenplays proved sound, and I have replicated them in my screenwriting classes and in this book. I proved that someone can teach himself the craft if he is sufficiently dedicated to doing so and keeps challenging himself to go one step farther. But I have since come to realize that I could have saved myself several years of work if I had had some training and mentorship. I had no one to warn me about the many mistakes I would make when I landed in Hollywood, eager, knowledgeable, but largely naïve. Having a teacher guide you through the steps involved can speed up the process and save you from many false starts. And having someone who knows the business to teach you the ropes can save you years of struggling and suffering.


If you know how to write a professional-quality screenplay, whether you learn how to do so in school or do it on your own (with the help of a book), you have at least a fighting chance, as I did, to break into the business and show people what you are capable of doing. 
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So Why Write Screenplays?





My screenwriter friend Sam Hamm, whose credits include Batman, Batman Returns, and the brilliantly acerbic political satire “Homecoming,” often visits my classes to share his wisdom. He starts by telling the students, “If you can do anything else, do it.” Sam is right. Trying to earn a living as a screenwriter, or as a writer of any kind, often resembles the Myth of Sisyphus.


If you want to be a doctor, you go to medical school. You take a series of clearly defined courses, get the required practical experience, and emerge as an M.D. The odds are strong that you will find a well-paying job with a hospital or an HMO. But in the field of screenwriting, there is no such thing as a training course that will guarantee you a well-paying job, or any other kind of job, no matter how qualified you may think you are. The odds against breaking into the field are long, and even if you do, it’s hard to make a living as a screenwriter; about half of the members of the Writers Guild of America can’t find work in any given year. So if you can make a living as a computer specialist or an accountant or a firefighter, the wiser course is to enter one of those saner professions.


Even if you manage to get a script before the cameras, the trouble is just beginning, because it’s rare for a screenplay to survive production unscathed, without endless revisions by other writers (or anyone else on the set). And even if a miracle occurs and your script emerges from this process as a successful movie (artistically, commercially, or both), that’s no guarantee you will sustain a career. A flop or two, and you may find yourself back on the unemployment line. Just about everyone in the business goes through fallow periods; managing to survive them and carve out a long career takes tremendous stamina and ingenuity, and it usually doesn’t get much easier.


You can write screenplays as a means to an end, a way to move up the ladder to becoming a director. Many students admit that getting a ticket to direct is the reason they want to learn screenwriting, for being a director is generally considered a more glamorous job than being a screenwriter. Screenwriters are the Rodney Dangerfields of the film business. Directors get more respect, more publicity, more money, more of almost everything. They sometimes get their name above the title and claim that the film is “A film by Joe Doakes,” much to the displeasure of the Writers Guild. But as most people in the film business know, deep down, but hate to acknowledge, the writer is the single indispensable person in the making of a film. Until the script is written, nothing can happen in front of the camera, and if the script is no good, the film doesn’t have a chance of success. That fact should give great power to the writer, but it doesn’t work that way. Writers are viewed as interchangeable and expendable. The industry lives in active denial of the central importance of the writer, because recognizing it would dangerously expose the insecurity of everyone else who depends on the writer’s work.


Another reason writing is held in such low repute in Hollywood is that it seems that everyone who lives there wants to be a writer or describes himself or herself as a writer. People joke about how the guy bagging groceries at the local Ralphs always has a script in his back pocket to sell you, but the joke often turns out to be true. So when you tell someone in Hollywood that you’re a writer, you are often met with a sneer of contempt. And in the film business, unfortunately, everyone seems to think he or she can write, so the profession is undervalued. It’s not bad enough that the director and actors feel capable of improving a script. Even the star’s boyfriend or girlfriend believes he or she can take a whack at the script and make it better. Few people would have the chutzpah to tell the cinematographer how to adjust the camera or set the lights, but just about everyone on the set has an opinion on how to fix the script.


Now, you may want to learn screenwriting to help you become a better cinematographer or producer or actor. That’s all to the good; everyone who works in film should know from personal experience how scripts are written. A producer who has tried her hand at writing scripts will be better able to work with writers in improving the structure and style of a screenplay. An actor who has written scripts might write a good part for himself (as Sylvester Stallone famously did with Rocky, propelling himself from bit player to star), and an actor who knows how to write will be better able to sharpen or improvise dialogue and to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the scripts he is offered. A cinematographer, whose job is to tell a story with images, can benefit greatly from knowing how to conceive those images and put them into words. But choosing whether you want to be a writer or a director, or both, or whether you want to practice another filmmaking craft, is a process of learning to know yourself, your strengths, your limitations, and what gives you the most creative satisfaction. If being a screenwriter brings less recognition and offers less social activity than the life of a director, it also allows you more time to think on your own and practice your craft in blessed solitude, in complete control of the characters and story, just like a novelist or playwright—at least until you turn over your script to be filmed.


Woody Allen, one of the great writer-directors, admitted in 2009 after making the splendid romantic comedy Vicky Cristina Barcelona,




I almost always feel disappointed when I see my movies. When you’re conceiving them at home, it’s only happening in your mind and everything’s fabulous. Then you find out that Javier and Penelope are not available, you’re not gonna be able to get Buckingham Palace and the cameraman doesn’t quite get the lighting exactly as you want. By the time the thing is over, between your own mistakes and the compromises and the money that you don’t have to reshoot scenes, you never think, “This is amazing.” Instead it’s: “Oh, God, if I take it back into the editing room, cut this, put this over here and add some music, I think I can save it.” You start out convinced you’re gonna make The Bicycle Thieves and, by the time you’re in the editing room, you’re just fighting for survival. You’ve given up all your aspirations, greatness is out the window, you just don’t want to embarrass yourself and for it to be coherent.





And so there are those few (I am tempted to write “those unhappy few”) who just want to be screenwriters. That is a condition more to be admired than pitied. But if you take your writing seriously, you should take the craft of screenwriting seriously. Don’t treat it merely as a means to an end, whether the end is status, money, fame, or anything else. Show the craft the respect it deserves. If you don’t, you will be demeaning yourself by looking down on what you are doing. You should be doing it out of love for the craft and a passion to create. Only that kind of engagement and dedication will enable you to overcome all the obstacles you will face and give you a shot at a satisfying career as a screenwriter.


Once in a while someone comes along and tells the truth about how hard it is to succeed in Hollywood. George Lucas issued such a warning in 2009. Discussing the tumultuous changes that have occurred in the film industry in his lifetime, Lucas gave an interview to the Los Angeles Times recalling how it was in the 1980s when students considered film school and the film industry a path to riches: “I told the students then and I tell them now, if you are here to make money, you’re in the wrong place. This is the place you don’t want to go make money. Very few people are successful at it. You better love making movies because if you don’t you will live a very miserable life. It’s definitely a hard physical and mental process that you go through.”


That’s the same message I always give to aspiring screenwriters. I warn them about the dangers they will face so that, if they choose to plunge into the shark tank anyway, they will do so with their eyes wide open. And I do so to make sure that, before making the decision to enter this daunting profession, they ask themselves, “Do I want it badly enough, and why?”


After the old studio system collapsed in the 1960s, a new generation of writers and directors started coming into the business—the “movie brats” or “film generation,” who included Lucas, Francis Ford Coppola, Steven Spielberg, Martin Scorsese, Paul Schrader, and many others. It soon became clear that more young writers wanted to write the Great American Screenplay than wanted to write the Great American Novel; someone of the caliber of Robert Towne, if he had come of age in an earlier generation, would have written Chinatown as a novel rather than a film, but Towne brought a masterful level of novelistic density and sophistication to the form of the original screenplay. In earlier generations, most films were based on books or plays, and original screenplays, especially ones written on “spec” (speculation), were much harder to sell. For an all-too-brief time in the 1960s and 1970s, that started to change, and movies were the better for it.


There still is a market for original screenplays today, as demonstrated by such recent Oscar-winning scripts as Mark Boal’s The Hurt Locker, Diablo Cody’s Juno, Dustin Lance Black’s Milk, Michael Arndt’s Little Miss Sunshine, Paul Haggis and Bobby Moresco’s Crash, and Sofia Coppola’s Lost in Translation; Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck’s superb script for his Oscar-winning German film The Lives of Others; the Coen brothers’ brilliant and diverse Oscar-nominated original scripts for such films as the zany political satire Burn After Reading and the existentially bleak suburban drama A Serious Man; Woody Allen’s beautifully crafted Midnight in Paris; and the many fine screenplays in recent years for Pixar animated films, from the innovative Toy Story through the delightfully unconventional Up. Nevertheless, with the prevalence of remakes, sequels, and other presold properties, it’s generally become much harder to interest studios in original, untested material.


“This is the toughest time for the so-called personal film I’ve ever seen in my life,” screenwriter-director Francis Ford Coppola told our cinema students at San Francisco State University in 2009.




Most movies are the same. When I go to the movies, if I see something I’ve never seen before, I just love it. Happiness [the 1998 film written and directed by Todd Solondz, dealing in part with pedophilia]—I said, “My God, it’s the most disgusting subject, but it’s one of the most beautiful films I’ve ever seen.” How did he do it? How did he make such a unique film on such a disturbing subject matter? … If you have emotion and a heart and you’re passionate about it, you just do it. You might be the Ugly Duckling who turned out to be a beautiful swan. If you do beautiful things, you’ll have money. Money follows something that’s original…. The things that they give you lifetime achievement awards for, those are the same things that you got fired for when you were twenty. I was so raked over the coals [when I wrote] the opening of Patton [directed by Franklin J. Schaffner], which is where George C. Scott just comes in front of the stage and makes a whole speech to the audience as though it’s his army. They hated that idea. Some people feel that’s one of the best openings of a film ever made, and that was what I was fired for.





I’ve had people from outside California tell me that a screenwriter’s life must be “glamorous.” By that I suppose they mean hanging out with movie stars, working on sets, and attending premieres and parties. Well, if you’re working in the industry, you occasionally get to meet movie stars. If the director is willing,  you might be allowed to visit the set occasionally or go to the premiere. But even at the best of times, the daily life of a screenwriter is far from glamorous. When I came to Hollywood as a wide-eyed film buff in 1973, I quickly realized that the negative portraits of the town offered by screenwriters often understated its actual horrors, from its pervasive economic exploitation to its crushing of people’s artistic dreams.


Oddly enough, my initial apartment was just a few blocks down the road from the dump where William Holden’s struggling screenwriter Joe Gillis lived and worked in a classic film about Hollywood, Billy Wilder’s 1950 Sunset Boulevard (which he wrote with Charles Brackett and D. M. Marshman Jr.). That caustic masterwork serves as a cautionary tale about what can happen to a hapless screenwriter, who becomes the kept man of a faded star and winds up floating dead in her swimming pool. When I interviewed Wilder in the late 1970s, I told him, “Before I came to Hollywood, I thought Sunset Boulevard was too cynical a depiction of the film industry. When I moved out here, I realized that it’s like a documentary. Everything is totally true.” Wilder replied, “It’s a valentine. But it is not just the picture industry—it is every industry. You make a picture about Exxon versus Texaco versus Shell, every industry has got this kind of slush that is underneath the whole thing. Network. The newspaper business. Naturally.”


I don’t know if that’s reassuring, but it helps put things in perspective. If you can minimize your illusions about screenwriting and treat it as a job like any other, as the honorable profession it is, it can be a rewarding adventure indeed. Hearing good actors speak the lines you write or seeing images you imagined come to life on-screen is thrilling. I will never forget the first time I heard an actor speak the words I wrote—Henry Fonda speaking my words honoring Jimmy Stewart for an American Film Institute Life Achievement Award tribute on CBS-TV—or the time I stood in a high school corridor watching the revolutionary chaos I conceived for Rock ’n’ Roll High School erupting all around me. At moments like that, it’s all worthwhile. It’s easy to get infected by all the cynicism and corruption surrounding the movie industry and to forget that moviemaking can be fun. Somehow, to keep your head as a writer, you have to rise above the downsides of the business and keep stubborn hold of your sense of integrity, your self-respect.


That creative excitement I experienced as a young writer can happen to you if you write a script you care about and find someone with even a small amount of money who’s willing to bring it to the screen. Some of the most adventurous work today is being done independently, on almost nonexistent budgets, by people who bypass the commercial system to make their own movies. Distributing your own films on DVD and over the Internet offers you a creative freedom that the writers and filmmakers of the past could only wish for. The Web offers a wealth of still-unfolding ways to get your movie seen by a worldwide audience, and you don’t even have to leave home to make, distribute, and promote it, avoiding heavy advertising costs while targeting niche audiences more easily. And if you still want to take the professional route, you can quit your job as a stripper, move from the Midwest to Hollywood, write a quirky script about an unwed pregnant teenager, and win an Oscar before you turn thirty. That’s how Diablo Cody (née Brook Busey), a genius at self-promotion, made her screenwriting breakthrough with Juno.


“If it isn’t for the writing, we’ve got nothing,” Irving Thalberg, the legendary and ruthless MGM production chief in the 1920s and 1930s, once admitted. Although Thalberg was celebrated for his skill in analyzing stories, he was an enemy of screenwriters’ attempts to organize for better working conditions. Thalberg is also reported to have said, “Writers are the most important people in Hollywood. And we must never let them know it.” The remark has the ring of truth, and if a screenwriter needs a mantra, it’s made to order. Just keep in mind the first part of what he said and try not to think about the rest. 
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What Is Screenwriting?





I made many, many mistakes when I was teaching myself to write screenplays. But those mistakes were how I learned the craft. I pursued a process of elimination that took me closer and closer to the true nature of screenwriting.


One of the most ambitious of my early original scripts exists in two forms. The first is a screenplay of 142 pages, and the second is a three-ring binder of storyboards for the entire film, filling about three hundred pages (storyboards are cartoonlike illustrated frames roughly showing how each shot should look). I planned to direct the film myself in my own hometown, and I described every shot I wanted in the film in precise technical detail. My screenplay tells the actors exactly what to do and how to move. It tells them and the camera whether to turn left or right in every scene. And if that weren’t enough, I drew every shot in the accompanying binder, leaving little up to the imagination of the director, the talents of the actors, and the spontaneity of the shooting process.


So how did I go wrong? What made me think the screenwriter’s job was to direct the film on paper? If your job as writer isn’t to micromanage every second on-screen, every gesture of the actors, every camera angle and visual movement, what exactly are you doing with the script? As screenwriter William Goldman reminds us, “Movies are story.” You’re grabbing people by the lapels and persuading them to go along with you on the journey. How you do that has something to do with visual suggestions but little to do with technical directions.


When the pioneer film director D. W. Griffith was asked what he considered the best course for anyone to pursue in writing for the screen, he replied, “Think in pictures!” But you have to take those pictures in your head and communicate them through words on the page, and in screenwriting terms a pencil sketch is preferable to an oil painting. A good screenplay—writing in pictures—makes the reader see the movie in his or her own head. It’s something of a conjuring trick, an optical illusion. You create imagery without spelling it all out, without explaining exactly how it should look. You offer a constant stream of suggestions that, in a thousand subtle ways, enable your readers to imagine the images and actions you want them to see. Screenwriting is an art of paradoxes, and one of those is that while you shouldn’t direct the movie on paper, you are still directing it in your reader’s head. The subtler you are, the more effective the script will be in influencing the reader (the potential purchaser or filmmaker) to shoot it the way you are suggesting. But if you are too obvious about it, the reader will toss the script into the nearest wastebasket, the film industry’s equivalent of lopping off your head.


In this chapter, we’ll study what screenplays are, what function they fulfill in the filmmaking process, what makes them different from other forms of dramatic writing, and what style of writing is most effective in writing for the screen. Perhaps the best place for us to start learning what screenplays are is to consider what they are not.


WHAT SCREENPLAYS ARE NOT


Everyone who comes into the field of screenwriting is familiar with other forms of writing—books, short stories, plays, poetry—and most of us try our hand at writing stories in school long before we encounter the new and somewhat baffling screenplay format. It’s understandable that some confusion results. There are similarities between films and written fiction, but the differences among these forms of storytelling are just as important, and they are crucial for a screenwriter to understand. When you come up with an idea for a film, think about why your story should be told on a movie screen rather than in a book or a play. And conceive the story for the screen; don’t muddy the waters by using literary devices that won’t play cinematically.


Novels come in many forms and styles, but they have certain characteristics that set them apart from screenplays. The most pervasive is their complete reliance on the medium of language. When you adapt a novel for the screen, the first thing you lose is the language of the writer. A novelist such as Jane Austen relies on the texture and wit of her prose to convey much of her meaning. A novelist also has the liberty to go into the characters’ heads and describe what they are thinking and feeling. Henry James goes to great lengths in analyzing the sensibilities of his characters and their relationships with other characters and with their milieu. Leo Tolstoy devotes pages to describing and discussing the settings of the story, the sociopolitical dimensions, the historical backgrounds. The novelist can go into what screenwriters call backstory—the events that took place before the body of the story began. The novelist can easily shift voices and tenses. All of these things a novel can do with such flexibility and power are lost when you try to adapt a novel for the screen, although you can find cinematic equivalents to some of them if you want to give the viewers a similar experience.


Novels have the luxury of virtually unlimited space and time. A novelist such as Margaret Mitchell in Gone with the Wind can take more than a thousand pages to tell her story of the Civil War and the Reconstruction era. James Joyce can spend nearly eight hundred pages in Ulysses telling the story of one man’s journey through Dublin on a single day in 1904. Novelists can range widely and expansively throughout the world and through the centuries. Films can range just as widely, but a feature film has to do so within the time limits of a theatrical experience.


In adapting a novel, the screenwriter is often forced to simplify both the stories and the characters, removing subplots and compressing narrative lines. Even at nearly four hours long, the film version of Gone with the Wind seems to rush through the Reconstruction era, and Scarlett O’Hara has only one child, instead of the three in the book. Since the advent of TV miniseries and home video, writers have been able to adapt novels at a length more comparable to the reading experience (and the writers of TV series can go on for years in unfolding their narratives, but that’s another craft). Nevertheless, even a War and Peace running eight hours (the 1968 Russian multipart feature) or twelve hours (the 1972 BBC TV miniseries), as good as they are, must leave out reams of rich material from Tolstoy’s gargantuan masterpiece. An intelligent and “faithful” adaptation of a novel may not feel like a Classics Illustrated comic book, as a shorter version of a long novel sometimes does, but it often suffers by contrast with the breadth, scope, and depth of the novelist’s vision. So if you want that kind of narrative flexibility, the novel is the medium for you, not the screenplay.


Films are more exterior than interior; they have a harder time getting inside the heads of characters. But what they lose in that sense, they gain in immediacy and vividness. Cinema affects the viewer on a more visceral and sometimes deeper emotional level than the written word can reach. Because the film experience is dreamlike, it appeals more directly to the viewer’s subconscious. A film can take the audience into another world for two hours and make that world and its people come alive. And at its best, a film can convey thought without words, through images and sounds, their rhythmical orchestration, and the expressions of the actors. Conveying thought without simply verbalizing it is perhaps the greatest challenge for a screenwriter. A good actor in a well-written part can suggest what the character is thinking in ways that can affect you more profoundly and viscerally than a novel can.


Both Alfred Hitchcock and John Ford observed that short stories tend to make better film material than novels. A short story is characterized not so much by its page count but by the fact that it is designed to be read in one sitting, just as a feature film is designed to be viewed in one sitting. Short stories usually concentrate on the kind of compressed action and limited settings that make the screenwriter’s work easier. You probably won’t have to lose much from the story, unlike with a novel. Short stories are also tempting to the screenwriter because they tend to be sketchlike and allusive, offering valid incentives for fleshing out the story.


A play relies far more heavily on dialogue than a screenplay generally should do. And stage plays have an even more pervasive characteristic than their reliance on language, a trait that separates them more fully from cinema, despite their frequent use as material for movies. Most plays thrive on their artificiality—their theatricality—while film, since it is a photographic medium, tends more toward realism. A film depicts or conjures up a physically believable world. Even a fantasy film has to persuade audiences that the world it’s creating actually exists. And even the most outlandish fantasy films differ from theatricality in their use of cinematic language, such as their ability to jump around at will in time and space and to move in for close-ups. Films direct the eye in a myriad of other ways that are hard, if not impossible, for theatrical productions to imitate.


And as for poetry, John Huston, perhaps the master of literary adaptation for the screen, once observed that a screenplay resembles a poem more than any other kind of writing. Every word must be chosen with great care in a poem and a screenplay. Compression is key. Allusiveness is invaluable. Both forms suggest more than they say. Both create word pictures that conjure up the images in your head. Both rely heavily on musical rhythm. And a screenplay even looks like a poem with its system of indentations and all that white space surrounding the words on the page.


The screenplays of the great Japanese director Yasujiro Ozu and his longtime collaborator Kogo Noda resemble haiku in their eloquent simplicity. Here, from the screenplay for their classic Tokyo Story, is how they describe the death of the mother (Tomi, played by Chieko Higashiyama) and the reactions of her husband (Shukichi, played by Chishu Ryu) and other family members:




The living room. SHUKICHI comes in quietly and sits by TOMI. With pain in his face he looks down at her, blinking his eyes.


Daybreak-the night at Onomichi has ended. The sky slowly brightens-it is near the time the sun will appear. The platform at the station, no one there; the streets, no one there. The sea wall, quiet waves washing on the stones.


The Hirayama house. SHIGE, KOICHI, KYOKO, NORIKO, all sit sadly. Now and then, as though just remembering her sorrow, KYOKO wipes away her tears. There is now a white cloth over TOMI’s face.




SHIGE


Isn’t life short, though… (She speaks sadly, and there is no answer.)








How the process of literary adaptation works will be the subject of much of this book, because we will be going through the steps of adapting a short story to the screen. That process will, among other things, show you in more detail how the literary and cinematic forms diverge, helping you come to a clearer practical understanding of just what a screenplay is and isn’t. 


ARE STORIES NECESSARY?


I should note that not everyone agrees with William Goldman that feature filmmaking is essentially a storytelling art. When director Robert Altman, one of the most influential modern filmmakers, received his honorary Academy Award in 2006, he said, “Stories don’t interest me. I’m interested in behavior.” Altman added, “To me, I’ve just made one long film.”


The screenplays for Altman films were often disregarded by the director during the shooting. He tended to encourage a latitude in improvisation that helps account for the unevenness of his work and its frequent lack of creative discipline. But he was a great improviser, and much of the time he made his unusual style work triumphantly for him. His best films, such as The Long Goodbye, Nashville, Gosford Park, and A Prairie Home Companion, are more like poetic meditations or jazz riffs on themes than traditional stories. Altman’s fascination with all the varieties of human behavior creates many indelible moments that reveal character and enmesh us in compellingly edgy dramatic situations.


Altman wasn’t the first director to make a multicharacter film, but he popularized the multiplot story line, a technique that has since become common on television, a medium that thrives on peripatetic storytelling to keep viewers hooked and prevent them from changing channels. Altman-influenced feature films that have followed such a structure include Do the Right Thing, Crash, Munich, L.A. Confidential, Boogie Nights, Babel, Everyone Says I Love You, and Love Actually. But beginning screenwriters who attempt the multipart structure, mistakenly believing that multicharacter stories seem easier to tell, do so at their peril, because it requires much more skill to pull off than a story centering on one or two people.


Even the wooliest Altman film has some kind of story, however tenuous or eccentric his way of telling it may be. And the types of filmmaking that may seem the freest from narrative—such as the documentary and the avant-garde film and the essay film, or an experimental feature film such as Jean Renoir’s sublime The River, which draws from all these elements—still usually need to hook the viewer with some kind of story line. A movie with little or no narrative of any kind runs the risk of seeming random or chaotic. It may work well enough as an intellectual rumination but not have much to do with the realm of emotion and drama.


“Character, story, character, story—sorry, that’s what it’s about,” director Ridley Scott declared in 2003. “Is it my imagination, but where did the bloody writers go? There are a few, but not many. Or am I getting jaded? I don’t think so. So you revisit the library. I’m now watching The Third Man. I can still pick up Out of Africa, plug it in, and be engaged for three fucking hours. I can pick up Lawrence of Arabia for the sixteenth time and be engaged.”


This statement is particularly noteworthy coming from a filmmaker who is primarily known for his visual pyrotechnics in such films as Blade Runner, Black Hawk Down, and Gladiator. Even Ridley Scott realizes that the most flamboyant cinematic style needs the support of a solid narrative framework, or it will run the risk of scattering itself to the winds.


IS SCREENWRITING WRITING?


Some screenwriters would like the kind of work they do to be considered a form of literature. That is an understandable reaction to the long belittlement of their craft. While a fair number of screenplays have been published, including the works of such masters as Billy Wilder, Preston Sturges, Robert Riskin, Ingmar Bergman, Robert Towne, Woody Allen, and the Coen brothers, scripts usually don’t sell well and quickly go out of print, because even the finest screenplay is incomplete on its own and, as such, takes a certain expertise to appreciate. The hard truth is that screenwriting is not literature. I once said to a veteran Hollywood writer, rather glibly and rudely, “Screenwriting isn’t writing.” Well, sure it is, but it’s not writing in the sense of a novelist’s work in creating an entire, self-sufficient world on paper, or even a playwright’s work in creating a dramatic world that can be appreciated without necessarily seeing it staged and performed. A film script is a curious hybrid of words and images that lives largely to be used as a tool to sell the project, a springboard for others to start working, and a blueprint for the actual filming.


What you’re writing for the screen doesn’t necessarily have to be beautifully written as long as it tells the story fluidly and in a way that can be filmed. It won’t hurt if your prose is enjoyable to read, told in vivid and colorful language, and you can even throw in some jokes, as Wilder and his writing partner I. A. L. Diamond liked to do in their scripts, since, after all, they were writing comedies. To give a few characteristic examples from their script of The Apartment: C. C. (Bud) Baxter (Jack Lemmon) encounters “a first baseman of a dame”; Bud’s apartment contains “a television set (21 inches and 24 payments)”; Bud wears “a Brooks Brothers type suit, which he bought somewhere on Seventh Avenue, upstairs”; and the last line of the script reads, “And that’s about it. Story-wise”—the end of a running gag mocking Madison Avenue lingo. The Apartment is almost as much fun to read as it is to watch. A script that is dull to read will not keep readers turning the pages.


Snappy, clever prose of the kind favored by Wilder and Diamond is fine to emulate, but if the writing gets too elaborately clever, that can be a problem. The literary style of a script is not only not the main point, it can actively interfere with the quality of the work as a clearly delineated plan for filmmaking. If the reader becomes overly engaged with admiration for the lushness of your prose and the intricacies of your syntax, you may be auditioning to be the next Marcel Proust rather than the next Diablo Cody. When Howard Hawks, in an interview for my book Hawks on Hawks, was explaining what makes a good screenplay, he made a gnomic, paradoxical observation that has been troubling me ever since. Hawks said, “If it reads good, it won’t play good.”


Many successful screenwriters are masters at writing the kind of punchy dialogue and colorful, chatty description that passes for first-rate screenwriting because it makes a script seem to play well on paper. But what I think Hawks meant is that such writing can mysteriously fall flat when a director tries to transfer it to the screen. Hawks was suggesting that a screenplay with prosaic scene description and dialogue, a script that seems flat or sketchy, can make a better film than a script that is more enjoyable to read. The kind of script to which Hawks was referring avoids self-conscious flash and dazzle to fill the more modest function of serving as a blueprint for a motion picture.


A contrary view is taken by screenwriter Ed Solomon, whose credits include Bill & Ted’s Excellent Adventure and Men in Black. Solomon warns beginning writers that a script that’s overly utilitarian may backfire as a reading and selling experience:




Be careful, because the more you write a script like a final film, the more difficult it is for readers and studio executives to conceive of it as a film. What you get from a film when you watch it is a different experience than when you read a script. Edited film has a certain meaning when you watch it. The closer you get to writing a final film, the more difficult it will be to get it by the decision makers, because their gut feeling when they read the script is often different from the literal filmic translation. It is not always as satisfying when it is made into a movie.





This point is not fully understood even in the film industry. Sometimes a solid blueprint for a film may seem less exciting to a studio reader or a producer than a script that aims more to entertain with lively prose and bons mots. That may be unfortunate, but it’s a fact a screenwriter has to live with. A screenplay’s first job is to engage the reader.


In any case, the best descriptive language in a film script is pithy and direct. Reading Ernest Hemingway’s best work, his early short stories, will show you how to describe movement and behavior with economy, precision, and grace. With his spare and punchy prose, Hemingway taught modern writers that action words are better than adjectives. One of the best lessons Ezra Pound and Gertrude Stein taught their young protégé was to cut down on adjectives and cut out adverbs, concentrating instead on nouns and verbs. That’s good advice for a screenwriter as well. Hemingway tends to use short words, and he avoids long sentences and abstractions. That helped him create his terse, almost telegraphic style. His method is always to show the concrete details of “the people and the places and how the weather was.”


Ironically, Hemingway’s writing, despite its concentration on what we can see and hear and its general avoidance of introspective elements, usually doesn’t transfer well to the screen, because so much of the meaning is in its subtext, which is difficult, though not impossible, to dramatize. But his basic writing principles can be applied directly to screenwriting. There’s a wonderful phrase from Hemingway that I think captures the essence of screenwriting. He wrote in his bullfighting book Death in the Afternoon, “I was trying to write then and I found the greatest difficulty, aside from knowing truly what you really felt, rather than what you were supposed to feel, and had been taught to feel, was to put down what really happened in action; what the actual things were which produced the emotion that you experienced…. [B]ut the real thing, the sequence of motion and fact which made the emotion and which would be as valid in a year or in ten years or, with luck and if you stated it purely enough, always, was beyond me and I was working very hard to get it.”


The sequence of motion and fact which made the emotion. That’s what screenwriters must capture on the page.


YOUR NEW LANGUAGE


You need to develop the ability to see the movie in your head as you’re writing it. Then it’s a matter of transferring that movie to the page so the director has something to work with. And to understand how to write for the screen, you will need to learn a new language, the language of cinema. “Cinema” is a word that’s more inclusive than “film,” since moving images today are often on digital video or other electronic media rather than on film stock. Cinema has a grammar and syntax all its own. This language, which you need to master to become a good screenwriter, is different from the language of literature. All of us learn how to write short stories and essays at some point in grammar school or high school, but few of us receive any training in writing film scripts. Even many film critics only dimly understand the language of cinema.


Learning that language may seem daunting, but as I tell my students, it’s not rocket science. Most of the cinematic terms you need to understand are relatively simple. You need to know that the basic unit of filmmaking is a shot, a single piece of film that is combined with other pieces of film in editing (or montage) to run through the camera as they create sequences, or series of shots linked in action or content. How the camera functions should be clear in your mind. You should know that a camera doesn’t pan up, it pans horizontally (“pan” comes from the Greek word for “all,” and originally a panning shot was called a “panoramic” shot, from the word meaning “to see all”). The camera may tilt up or down, or it may dolly or track forward and backward or laterally or in a circle.


Don’t confuse these basic building blocks of filmmaking. People often conflate, for example, a tracking shot with a zoom. A zoom uses a change in the focal length of the lens to seem to move the viewer closer to the object being filmed, while a tracking shot actually moves closer to the object, creating a more three-dimensional feeling. Being precise in your understanding of such basic tools of cinema is as important for a screenwriter as understanding the basic rules of grammar, spelling, and punctuation is for any writer.


The screenwriter doesn’t have to become a thoroughgoing expert in the more arcane levels of film theory, although that wouldn’t hurt as long as you don’t get carried away and start putting the phrases “diegetic sound” or “extra-diegetic gaze” into your scripts. Any screenwriter, however, will need to understand the basic optical principle that underlies cinema, persistence of vision, the way two slightly different images projected in rapid succession will seem to move because the first one lingers briefly in the eye when the second one appears, and that superimposition creates “illusory” or “apparent” motion.


And you should know about the Kuleshov effect, the demonstration of another fundamental principle of cinematic storytelling. This one is related to persistence of vision but takes it a step farther. The Soviet filmmaker and theorist Lev Kuleshov filmed a single close-up of an actor’s face and intercut the same shot with shots of a plate of soup, a young woman, and a dead child. As a result of the intercutting, the seemingly neutral face of the actor seemed to register, in order, hunger, sexual desire, and sorrow. All these emotions, which did not necessarily exist in the actor’s face to begin with, were created by the process of juxtaposing moving images, one of the expressive properties unique to the cinema. Editing is an essential tool of filmmaking with which all writers should be familiar. I recommend watching an illuminating documentary on the subject, The Cutting Edge, in which top editors explain and demonstrate their craft. When you write a script, you are, in effect, doing the first edit of the film, and when the editor goes to work on the material that has been shot, he or she is doing the final draft of your screenplay.


But as much as you need to know these technical underpinnings of cinematic storytelling, you should restrain your impulse to show off that knowledge in your script. Instead be confident in the knowledge that what you are writing, and in what order, and in what style, is firmly grounded in the reality of how films are actually made and how they work on the minds and hearts of the audience. When you write, sans distracting technical mumbo jumbo, “The woman runs across a vast field, toward the mountains,” the reader will know that it’s a long shot (LS) without being told that explicitly. When you write, “She stops at the foot of the mountains and kneels to inspect a solitary bush,” the reader will see a medium shot (MS) of the woman in the mind’s eye, a shot taking in her face and much of her kneeling body. When you tell the reader, “The woman plucks a flower, lifts it to her face, and smells it,” a close-up (CU) will instinctively come to mind. In so doing, you’ve created a sequence of shots without explicitly telling the director how to shoot the scene and while keeping the writing fluid and easy to read:




The woman runs across a wide field, toward the mountains. She stops at the foot of the mountains and kneels to inspect a solitary bush. The woman plucks a flower, lifts it to her face, and smells it.





The marvelous thing about this kind of writing is that the person who reads it will imagine that he is thinking up the shots himself.


YOU DO YOUR JOB, THEY DO THEIRS


That lesson, which I fortunately learned early, through trial by error, is one of the essential points about screenwriting. If you try to direct the film on paper, the director not only will disregard what you tell him or her to do but may do the opposite   out of spite. That’s what John Ford would do when a cameraman would suggest a setup; Ford defiantly would put the camera somewhere else. It’s considered intrusive to tell other creative people exactly what to do. They have their own sense of hard-won autonomy. They will respect you more if you stick to your job and let them do theirs.


When Hawks told me, “If it reads good, it won’t play good,” he may have been overstating his case to make a point. And as a producer and director who hired writers and worked closely with them, he was able to tailor his scripts exactly as he needed them, to serve as guides to filming. What he liked was a script that gave him plenty of leeway for working out scenes with creative input from his actors. He wasn’t looking for a script that would serve as a sales job for strangers, as an average professional screenwriter will have to write. When I asked Hawks why most of his movies, even the oldest ones, look very fresh and modern today, he replied, “Most of them were well written. That’s why they last. I’ve always been blessed with great writers. As a matter of fact, I’m such a coward that unless I get a great writer, I don’t want to do a picture.” But Hawks also defined precisely what a director contributes:




They talk about “improvisation.” That’s one of the silliest words that’s used in the motion picture industry. What the hell do they think a director does? How do you expect that we can go out with a story that’s written up in a room, go out to the location, and do it verbatim? I have never found a writer who could imagine a thing so that you can do it like that. And somebody started saying it’s “improvising.” Well, I wish you could see some pictures that are not improvised—where they send them out and say, “We don’t want you to change a word or a scene or anything.”





Or as Joe Eszterhas wryly puts it from the screenwriter’s point of view, “Don’t do all of the director’s work for him. Let him earn his wage by doing something.”


Practically speaking, not directing a movie on paper means, first of all, that you skip the technical instructions in the script. You describe Jane embracing Henry, going into some detail about their behavior and movements and the setting of the scene, but you don’t tell the director where the camera should be when they are embracing. Arthur Penn, whose remarkable gift for visceral direction can be seen in films ranging from The Miracle Worker to Bonnie and Clyde and Little Big Man, once described film directing as “the reconstruction of processes.” That marvelous phrase captures the final mental step involved in bringing alive the sequence of motion and fact suggested by the screenplay. The French call direction “réalisation”—that means the director is the one who “realizes” the script, not only making it real but literally realizing what it is the writer is trying to say. When Billy Wilder was asked if a director needs to know how to write, he replied, “It is not necessary for a director to know how to write. However, it helps if he knows how to read.”


Wilder had some trouble with Raymond Chandler when the director invited the great detective novelist to work with him on the screenplay adaptation of James M. Cain’s crime novel Double Indemnity. Chandler took the job so seriously that he kept trying to write all the camera directions into the script. “He didn’t know the first thing about writing scripts,” Wilder complained. “He only wrote about camera movements: ‘The camera slips in through the keyhole and then sniffs the panties of the lady.’” What Wilder wanted in the way of visual directions was “nothing, just the scene. ‘Day or night,’ so that the cameraman can prepare his setup.” That may sound simplistic, and it is, but such minimalism is worth emulating—up to a point. Wilder had some praise for Chandler’s contribution: “We collaborated on the dialogue and defined the atmosphere.”


Here is an example of effective cinematic atmosphere from their Double Indemnity screenplay. You’ll see how they describe the entry of insurance man Walter Neff (Fred Mac-Murray) into the faux-Spanish home in the Los Feliz district of Los Angeles inhabited by the predatory Phyllis Dietrichson (Barbara Stanwyck), with whom Walter is immediately smitten in this classic film noir. The scene descriptions, in the writers’ sardonic style, make us vicariously experience what Walter is feeling in this vulgar atmosphere:




HALLWAY - DIETRICHSON HOME


Spanish craperoo in style, as is the house throughout. A wrought–iron staircase curves down from the second floor. A fringed Mexican shawl hangs down over the landing. A large tapestry hangs on the wall…. All of this, architecture, furniture, decorations, etc., is genuine early Leo Carrillo period.





Carrillo was an actor who often appeared in films and Southern California parades in stereotypical Mexican costumes. And then, after an exchange of dialogue between Walter and the maid, who sizes him up instantly as a sleaze, we have the first sight of Phyllis from Neff’s point of view:




UPPER LANDING OF STAIRCASE - (FROM BELOW)


Phyllis Dietrichson stands looking down. She is in her early thirties. She holds a large bath-towel around her very appetizing torso, down to about two inches above her knees. She wears no stockings, no nothing. On her feet a pair of high-heeled bedroom slippers with pom-poms. On her left ankle a gold anklet.





From this colorful description, the reader gets a clear and precise word picture of the scene and the vulgar but alluring character. It’s easy to imagine how it will look on the screen. But the only explicit visual direction is “(FROM BELOW),” and even that avoids the technical nature of writing “(NEFF’S POV).” The scene descriptions are economical, but they are ample enough to convey the visual feeling and quality the scene requires; beginning writers sometimes fail to do so by offering overly sketchy scene descriptions. Wilder knew he was going to direct his own script, but any good director would have had little trouble making that scene come alive on-screen.


What the writers are doing by offering such word pictures is arguably more crucial than the job of the director, because the script is the sine qua non of filmmaking. You are creating the essential blueprint for the film, designing its architecture for the builders who will come in and execute the plans. Without that document, the actors and the director and the technicians would be standing around looking lost. Even more likely, they’d be home anxiously reading the trades and waiting for their phones to ring. That’s what Irving Thalberg meant when he said that writers are the most important people in the business.
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