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            INTRODUCTION

         

         Each genre of narrative storytelling has its limitations and advantages. The development of the novel opened up complex psychological possibilities. In the reader’s mind the text is immediately translated into imagery via the ‘internal cinema’ of the brain. The sophisticated marriage of language and personal visualisation make the novel the most complex and interesting of all genres.

         Theatre, with its somewhat limited range of visual effects and staging, has to rely heavily on the spoken word (of the actors, already a translation of the writer’s intention). Consequently, narratives have to be simpler and shorter so as not to bore an already restless audience expecting to be entertained. Theatre borrows something from the novel. It expects the audience to add their own internal contribution to the drama. The sets may look fake, but with a little imagination and half-closed eyes we can allow ourselves to be seduced by the actor’s reading of the text.

         Cinema arrived and, with its innovative techniques and larger-than-life image, dragged theatre into a new reality. At its birth cinema attempted to film theatre, and then, as it took on board one technological innovation after another, quickly moved away from these limited techniques and began attempting to emulate the novel, converting its ‘internal cinema’ into a visually rich celluloid experience. It is difficult to imagine the impact early cinema must have had on audiences because moving imagery and visual effects have become so much a part of our experience from birth. It’s almost impossible to imagine a world without this eye candy.

         However, cinema still has one problem when compared to the novel: once a film actor is chosen, the character, for better or worse, will always have that actor’s face, whereas the novel will always have the individual casting of the reader and is thus far more flexible. Each reader is having a unique experience.

         But the cinema is the winner in every other sense, mainly because of its size and its brightness. In the Olympics of the senses, the eye will always win. Humans are programmed so that our eyes feed the bulk of the information to the brain, supported by sound, smell and touch. Whether we like it or not, we will always be seduced first and foremost by big bright pictures (and also small bright pictures like on the iPhone).

         Earlier this year I had a productive meeting with a Hollywood studio and agreed to write an original script based upon a few ideas: namely, a contemporary LA story, a thriller with a female protagonist. I’d always enjoyed the blank canvas of LA for film, and the thriller is a very malleable genre for writers.

         The first stage was to deliver a treatment that put these basic notions into a plot structure. A deadline was agreed that gave me about seven days to come up with something. The quick timing was my idea: I wanted to see just how the studio would react to something a bit more concrete than a pitch.

         All writers have their own systems for writing. Mine is very simple: I do nothing until the very last moment. The word ‘nothing’ is, in this context, misleading. I fill my time with menial tasks: I iron shirts, rearrange the furniture – anything that allows the imagination to float unhindered. I try to fake a dream state where the brain actually knows what it has to do and can get on with it. It works for me because my brain is working on the ideas unfettered by the limitations of the formal writing process.

         And so, as my deadline got ever closer as I decided to tidy up all my bookshelves and get rid of the books which no longer deserved space and would thus make room for the piles of newer books on the floor. I came across a slim green paperback entitled The 36 Dramatic Situations by Georges Polti. A distant bell rang in the memory department: maybe a student gave the book to me? I did remember having resolved to read the book (long forgotten, obviously), so I began flicking through the pages and then reading the book from cover to cover. It appealed to my belief in serendipity and the Jungian idea of chance: I was about to write a story and here was a book on dramatic-writing technique. (I was also tickled by the fact that anagrams of POLTI are I PLOT and PILOT.)

         I began looking up some of the references that accompany each of Polti’s ‘situations’. The Internet was a vital tool, and it became clear that the majority of the examples in the book were from long-forgotten writers (aside from obvious authors like Shakespeare and Dumas) and that therefore it was difficult to understand the references. I wondered how Polti’s ideas would hold up within the genre of cinema. I started to make notes. As my writing became more detailed, my interest blossomed.

         I made a graph of the 36 situations and then began adding selected films to see how the Polti method would react to cinema. It was immediately fascinating. I submitted all of my own films (those which I had been the writer of) and could see how very few of the 36 situations I had used repeatedly. This proved to be the case with the work of other directors too. Which, of course, makes complete sense. It was the maestro Luis Buñuel who, in his book My Last Breath, talked about the few childhood experiences that shaped his creative thought and how he (and all of us) revisited those images and ideas time and time again. But Buñuel and the other greats of cinema would wrap these ideas in bizarre plot twists. In order to be able to do this, we writers need to be reminded periodically of the bigger picture of drama.

         As I translated the Polti situations from the genre of theatre into cinema, it opened up a debate in my notebook: namely, what are the crucial differences between the two forms?

         How Different Are They & Why Are They Different?

         Let’s begin with a banal question. Why would we want to go to a public space, sit in the dark with strangers and watch a group of men and women pretend to be characters in situations that clearly are not real, faking love, death, jealousy, hatred and sex? Put like that, it does seem decidedly odd, does it not?

         But drama has existed for a long time and would seem to be an integral part of all cultures. I believe it exists for a profound reason, and ultimately this has almost nothing to do with the concept of entertainment. Drama exists because we need it. We need a public forum within which fundamental issues can be discussed: basically, the issues of mortality, and the big one, ‘Is this all there is?’

         Theatre developed as an excellent forum for these debates, and the basic issues were placed within the context of ‘stories’. But the limitations of theatre are self-evident. Finding a balance between intimacy, economics and the size of the audience quickly curtailed the possibilities and, by necessity, created a specific style of ‘theatre’ acting. In a large theatre (400-plus people) anyone sitting anywhere other than in the front rows is going to see the stage as a single image containing a set and people – what we in cinema call a wide shot. Consequently, the style of acting has to acknowledge that physical fact. Voices need to be artificially projected, emotional gestures need to be amplified (to see this at its worst, watch any opera) and the physical scenery can be moved only at specific breaks in a scene. Great theatre actors have managed to transcend these crude limitations and theatre does have one big ace up its sleeve …

         INTIMACY. The connection with the audience is vital. If you think about an audience in a theatre and an audience in a cinema, this becomes very clear. It’s unimaginable for a theatre spectator to be eating, making phone calls, going to the bathroom, etc. (although in recent times these habits have started to occur in live theatre as well as in cinema).

         When I began writing this book, I wanted to find the one essential factor that defined the difference between cinema and theatre. I asked many people the same question, and the answers included:

         
            In a play the performances will be slightly different every night

            In theatre there is a live audience reacting to live actors

            In cinema the scenery changes all of the time

         

         … etc., etc. While all of this is true, it didn’t have enough impact for me to justify the claim that cinema was actually a different genre altogether. Then I read the following quote from Ingmar Bergman:

         Cinema is the ongoing exploration of the human face.

         … and I was home! The use of the close-up is ultimately the main difference between cinema and theatre. It allows us to explore the human face in minute detail, to give us insight into the complex psychology of a character in a way that could never be possible in the theatre.

         We study faces (portraits, photographs) so intently. We search the physical structure of the face to try to link what we know about the person. We use emotive phrases, like ‘mean eyes’, ‘a cruel mouth’, ‘a kind face’, ‘shifty eyes’, ‘a cold expression’, ‘a sensual mouth’, ‘a blank stare’, etc.

         A thousand people can sit together in a cinema and study a massive close-up of an actor’s face.

         Let us imagine a dramatic moment and discuss how it would be dealt with in a theatre and in a cinema.

         
            Husband and wife talking over dinner. Infidelity is in the air, perhaps one of them is having an affair. Their conversation seems innocent but is in fact laced with subtle questions about domestic trivia. Finally, the wife takes a deep breath and …

            WIFE:

            Are you having an affair?

            HUSBAND:

            What? What are you talking about? Don’t be so silly.

         

         If I were directing this moment for theatre, it would have to be exaggerated by the physical movements of the actors. Their gestures would have to be slightly larger than life (the husband almost chokes on his ratatouille) and their voices, in order to be heard at the back of the theatre, would certainly have to be louder than they should be in such an intimate environment. Theatre actors are taught these techniques (or they learn from necessity), and the best of them make it almost believable.

         But in cinema I would almost certainly want to go to the opposite extreme and underplay everything because I know that all of the emotion would be evident in the close-up. Minute movements of the eyes, facial muscles and mouth would tell me everything I needed to know. Add to this the intimacy of the sound, the close recording of the voices, and you have a genre of hyper-intimacy that would be impossible to achieve on the stages of the National Theatre. In fact, it is interesting to note just how many theatre productions now opt for some use of video and audio technology within those traditional proscenium arches.

         One of the first things I learned from experience as a film director was that the usual way of shooting a scene was to begin with the wide shot, then move into a medium one, before ending with the close-up. Actors always saved their emotions for the close-up, knowing full well that the editor would be using it as the pay-off for the scene.

         
            *

         

         Armed with this specific evaluation of ‘What is cinema?’ I began to look at Polti’s book in a different way. I realised that quite a few adjustments would have to be made if I were to make his ideas work for cinema. 

         Cinema has opened up and expanded the idea of drama significantly, and a cine version of The 36 Dramatic Situations would need to reflect this. The book was published in France in 1895, but today the world is a very different place, with radical changes in ideas about race, gender, religion, family and sexuality. On the other hand, it is clear that most of the issues that drama dealt with then are still key issues now.

         Cinema itself seems to be in a constant state of flux, particularly over the last ten years. Film-making technology has changed the scene so radically that new forms of film are appearing regularly and when it comes to the creative palette there is a large menu to choose from. Something as basic as whether the film will be in colour or black and white has a huge impact on the audience. Will the camera be static or moving? Will there be music to add to the drama? What kind of music? Will the editing be intrusive or passive? All these things have to be considered when making a film/drama and, therefore, also have to be factored into a cine version of The 36 Dramatic Situations.

         The Cards

         Chance has always been my friend. The first two films I made would never have happened without the intervention of chance and coincidence.

         While I was writing this book I made 36 cards to remind myself of the situations, much as I would when structuring a script. One day I found myself holding the cards … as a pack! I had the overwhelming desire to shuffle, which I did, and then I randomly chose three cards. I pondered on a possible sequence and then drew another two cards. This was the moment of revelation for me. Let me explain …

         Whenever I write a story there is a certain point when I get bogged down. I find the possibilities diminish as I progressively become the victim of a combination of the three-act structure and my own limited human experiences. I can no longer see the wood for the trees. Taking my chances with the cards enables me to open my mind to other possibilities. When I ponder these alternative ideas, I find that my mind has opened up and solutions present themselves – not necessarily the options on the cards, though I’m certainly influenced by them. Having experimented with quite a large number of volunteers over the last year, the results have often been quite startling. Jung wrote an amazing introduction to the I Ching in which he talks about chance, so none of my results particularly surprised me. Ultimately, I see the book and the cards primarily as useful stimuli to the imagination of the writer.

         Going back to the I Ching, the interpretations are deliberately very expansive and poetic, and I suggest the same is true with my 36 situations. In Polti’s original, he was much more definitive in his categories, but cinema is a more poetic medium (potentially) than theatre, and I recommend a looser interpretation. If we go along with Bergman’s suggestion that ‘Cinema is the ongoing exploration of the human face’ (which in turn is the window to the soul), then we can assume that in a film we are exploring an interior dialogue. Polti wrote his book for the theatre, which is more concerned with the outer world. What is fascinating about the 36 situations is that, for me, they work for both the outer and inner worlds. 

         While I was creating the film chart, I realised just how subjective the interpretation of films can be. Three different people may interpret a film in very different ways. Situation 6, DISASTER, can be literally interpreted as a war or an earthquake or the sinking of the Titanic. But in a smaller, more intimate love story, it could be a case of unrequited love: the loved one marries another person, a personal, internal disaster of the highest magnitude. The main difference would be that a natural disaster would affect many people, whereas an internal disaster would affect only one person.

         The 20th century gave us cinema and psychoanalysis, and our dramas became much more internal, so my 36 situations needed to reflect this. For example, situation 36, LOSS OF A LOVED ONE, was originally meant to mean the death of a loved one. I chose to interpret it as (also) the loss of a love, the inability to be with a person whom you love. Similarly, (23) NECESSITY OF SACRIFICING LOVED ONES need not be literal but rather the deliberate choice of walking away from a great love for family reasons or other complications. For example, in Sophie’s Choice the character has to decide which of her children must die in order to save the other.

         In Polti’s time the family was a much more powerful institution, and eight of the situations deal with this. While ideas of family remain central to our codes and values, I would also suggest they can widen to include close-knit groups of friends or work colleagues. Statistically, we now spend more time at work, so (4) REVENGE CONTAINED WITHIN A FAMILY could also work with this wider interpretation, as could (13) ENMITY OF KINSMEN.

         Some Small Changes to the Original Sequence of Situations

         There are two situations that are particularly relevant to cinema but rarely used in theatre, so Polti does not mention them. Therefore, I have taken the bold step of adding them to the 36. In order to make space (I didn’t want to end up with 38 situations) I combined two of the original ones within existing categories. My new categories are:

         COINCIDENCE

         Film is the perfect medium for the setting up of chance meetings and events. Through editing, the audience participates in the process.

         
            EXAMPLE:

            (1) We see a man getting off a train and exiting the station. He is walking from the left of the screen to the right.

            (2) We see a woman walking briskly in a busy street. She is walking from the right of the screen to the left.

            (3) Add music, some tension.

         

         After a series of edits between the two characters, it seems inevitable that they will bump into each other. After some brief dialogue establishing that they have not seen each other for ten years and that there is some dark history between them, we have created a plot with potential for development. This is pure cinema. The same idea would never work in the theatre. I felt it had to be included as a very useful device for the writer.

         DREAM STATE

         The techniques of cinema were very quickly put to work on the exploration of the mind.

         
            EXAMPLE:

            Buñuel’s early films (L’Age d’or and Un Chien andalou) have become benchmarks and helped to create a visual dream language. Again, this is something uniquely cinematic, not inherited from theatre, and it deserves its own category.

         

         In order to fit these two new ideas into the 36 I have combined (19) SLAYING OF AN UNRECOGNISED FAMILY MEMBER into (7) CRUELTY AND MISFORTUNE; and (18) INVOLUNTARY CRIMES OF LOVE is now included in (26) INCEST (formerly CRIMES OF LOVE).

         Choice of Film Examples

         To a large extent I have referred to films that have influenced me over the years. In some cases I use the same film over and over again to illustrate several different situations and how one situation may usefully interact with another. Thus:

         
            L’Enfer (Claude Chabrol, 1994) illustrates:

            (16) MADNESS

            (32) MISTAKEN JEALOUSY 

            Festen (Thomas Vinterberg, 1998) illustrates:

             (4) REVENGE CONTAINED WITHIN A FAMILY

            (26) INCEST

            (27) DISCOVERY OF THE DISHONOUR OF A LOVED ONE

            (33) ERRONEOUS JUDGEMENT

         

         How I Use the Situations When Analysing a Film

         
            EXAMPLE:

            Don’t Look Now (Nic Roeg, 1973) After the death by drowning of their only daughter, a married couple go to Venice to try to make a new start. Strange events lead the wife to believe that the daughter is trying to make contact with them, but as the narrative proceeds they are drawn into a dark, fateful cycle leading to the murder of the husband at the hands of a serial killer.

         

         I marked the film as follows:

         
              (6) DISASTER. The loss of an only child.

            (11) THE ENIGMA. Is the child really trying to make contact? Who is the child-like figure in the red coat sporadically seen in the back streets of Venice?

            (16) MADNESS. The tragic death of the child affects the mother so much that she seems to lose her mind, hallucinating and imaging things.

            (17) FATAL IMPRUDENCE. The father sees the small figure in the red coat and decides to follow. He is then led into a remote small street, at which point the film reveals the killer. 

            (18) COINCIDENCE. The film has a series of coincidences which allow the plot to develop.

            (19) DREAM STATE. The husband imagines he sees his wife on a funeral barge. In fact, she is not there.

            (35) RECOVERY OF A LOST ONE. The wife wants to believe that she can somehow resurrect the lost child. The husband thinks he sees the child scurrying through the dark streets in her red coat.

            (36) LOSS OF A LOVED ONE. The narrative is built upon this situation, which begins the film. It also ends the film because the husband is killed and, therefore, the wife again loses a loved one.

         

         The chart of films is fascinating. I see it as aesthetic DNA. No two films use the exact same situations or sequence. This is also reassuring for the screenwriter because it reminds us that there is originality in the retelling of our common experiences.

         Suggestions for Using the System

         
            (1) Where in the drama does the situation occur?

            (2) Is it the ‘motivating situation’ or is it causing another situation to change?

            (3) There are degrees of strength to each situation. Most dramas can be reduced to a small number of situations, but others use many.

            (4) Ultimately, this book is meant to stimulate your imagination, to take you out of the narrow confines of conventional plot schemes and one’s own experiential limitations. 

            (5) Be aware of gender issues in the 21st century. Try to break away from the clichés of male storytelling. When creating a new character, consider it male rather than female, or vice versa, and you may surprise yourself. A banal male/female cliché can become more interesting when the genders are reversed.

            (6) Plot-driven stories use many situations in a creative way. Introducing more places and people into a story will invariably require the use of more situations than …

            (7) … psychological dramas, which can have much simpler plot structures.

         

         Some truly great films use very few of the situations – La Dolce Vita uses only five (5, 11, 23, 28, 36), Brief Encounter uses five (18, 21, 23, 28, 36) – while Cool Hand Luke uses 16 (1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 8, 9, 12, 13, 17, 20, 24, 27, 31, 35, 36). This indicates whether the narrative of the film is more concerned with the inner psychology of the characters, or whether the plot has many twists and turns. In the case of Blue Velvet, David Lynch uses 14 situations (1, 2, 5, 7, 9, 10, 11, 16, 17, 18, 19, 27, 28, 35) to create a dream world that somehow mirrors the cliché of the domestic thriller.

         
            *

         

         When making the film chart, I narrowed my choices down to 150 films. Many of them are well-known classics, while others are more obscure but, in my opinion, strong examples of the craft of cinema writing. A crude analysis of the chart revealed the following data. 

         THE TEN MOST USED SITUATIONS

         
            (12) OBTAINING – 56 per cent

            (31) CONFLICTS WITH POWER – 52 per cent

            (17) FATAL IMPRUDENCE was used by 50 per cent

              (9) BRAVE ADVENTURE – 48 per cent

              (3) REVENGE FOLLOWING A CRIME – 48 per cent

            (28) OBSTACLES TO LOVE – 46 per cent

              (2) DELIVERANCE – 44 per cent

              (5) THE PURSUED – 43 per cent

              (7) CRUELTY AND MISFORTUNE – 40 per cent

            (11) THE ENIGMA – 38 per cent

         

         THE FIVE LEAST USED SITUATIONS

         
            (26) INCEST – 4 per cent

            (32) MISTAKEN JEALOUSY – 5 per cent

            (14) RIVALRY WITHIN A FAMILY – 9 per cent

            (19) DREAM STATE – 10 per cent

            (21) SELF-SACRIFICE FOR FAMILY – 10 per cent

         

         P.S. This all began with me putting off the moment of having to write a treatment. That moment inevitably arrived, and I’d left myself eight hours to come up with a good plot. I sat down with my pen and notebook and the ideas flowed easily and quickly. I found (of course) that I was using situations that were definitely outside of my usual landscape. For me The 36 Dramatic Situations were already proving to be an amazing tool.

         
            *

         

         P.P.S. I have just returned from another trip to LA, where I proposed a TV series based entirely upon the use of the cards. The Network has accepted the proposal, and I am in the process of writing it. It seems there is life in the cards. Good luck.
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