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“To make a great film, 

you need three things ...

the script, the script, and the script”

- Alfred Hitchcock
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CHAPTER 1

WHAT THIS BOOK TRIES TO ACHIEVE
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At the outset, let me clarify that all of what I am going to expound from hereon is my personal experience as a practicing writer, director and, more importantly, an audience. This is more of a practitioner’s handbook of a screenwriting process which has worked well for me so far. Hopefully, it will work well for anybody reading this book too.

SO, CAN ANYBODY ACTUALLY WRITE A FILM?

It is common sense that we cannot write unless we are interested in at least some kind of writing to begin with, but clearly, anybody who is genuinely interested in writing and has the three virtues of patience, discipline and persistence can write a film. There is no magic involved. It is simply about a passion for writing and a willingness to work hard. If we love writing and are willing to put in the hours, my belief is, virtually anybody can write a film.

There is an interesting anecdote about how I ended up writing this book. I had this film idea which I tried writing with some friends who were writers but had never written a film before. We tried for weeks but it was just not working out. It took me some time to realise that film writing is a different skill from a journalistic piece, a novel, or an advertising copy and why my otherwise talented writer friends couldn’t develop the screenplay was simply because they either didn’t understand the process or were naturally feeling intimidated by it.  However, once tutored and eased into the task, it was pretty much smooth sailing from thereon. 

There is another simple reason why any of us can write a film. In real life, aren’t we narrating stories from our lives to our friends, family and even strangers all the time? Simple stories like how we got home in the middle of a flood or what occurred at work or the story of how we met our partners. These are personal anecdotes but in the bigger scheme of things, these are also stories nonetheless, so if we can narrate stories, we can most definitely write them. It then just boils down to whether we believe we are writers or not ... and even if we believe we are writers, all of us need a little help and guidance when we start out. This is exactly where this book comes in. With this book, I hope to convey my point of view as simply as possible and in a language easy to comprehend for anybody interested in writing screenplays. That is why, as I suggest and discuss the process to write screenplays, I will try to use as little jargon as possible.

CUT THE JARGON

In my limited experience with film schools, I realised that most screenwriting institutes and academies have these reams of course material. Some of it is basic, some of it not, but almost all of it is loaded with terms or some kind of coinage even for the simplest of concepts. Too much jargon makes it seem like it is some complex task to write a film, which, in my opinion, it isn’t. I believe that the writing process is simple and should be understood simply. Too much jargon either dissuades aspiring writers or makes them feel that there is a magic formula to writing when there clearly is none. Writing can only be learned by writing and writing incessantly. I don’t think there is any other way. 

AVOID COMPLICATING WHAT WE ALREADY KNOW

What I have avoided completely in this book is spoon-feeding the simple stuff like basic explanations on what a character or a story is. My view is that we are already aware of basic concepts regarding story, characters, and plots, because of all the reading and viewing we have done all our lives. That kind of instinctive understanding is a result of the tales from Indian and Greek mythologies, Peter Pans, Cinderellas, and such other fairy tales that we have read and heard since we were children. That is to say, even a first grader writing for a school assignment will write a story with characters and a plot in it. That is why, in this book, I will be avoiding the basic stuff and cutting directly to the chase and hopefully be able to convey, how simple writing a film is.

FIND AN OPTIMUM PROCEDURE

Though most of us intuitively know at least the basics of a story, what most beginner screenwriters lack, is a process. What happens with a lot of writers is that they think of an idea and almost immediately start writing or typing the screenplay. This book is more of a procedural, where I suggest a more organised step-by-step method towards writing a screenplay, so that there is minimum wastage of both time and the written word. 

Let me explain what I am trying to achieve with an example. Imagine we want to watch a newly released film in the theatre. There are clearly different ways of doing this, like we might decide to go to the theatre directly only to realise that the show has been sold out and the tickets are unavailable, or that the film is not playing in that theatre, and we may have to find another cinema to go to. On the other hand, what if we had followed a different process like checked the theatres in which the film is playing, booked a ticket on the internet and then reached the cinema hall on time. In the last case, we would have seen the film with the least amount of wastage of time and effort. That would be the optimum process. That is exactly what we are trying to do with this book. Find the fastest and optimum procedure to write a screenplay.

SAY IT WITH EXAMPLES

After finishing film school, it was only through trial and error and working with a certain writer-director (who I am not sure would want to be named) that helped me unlearn and understand writing a little better. I realised that any book on writing is of little use if a reader cannot connect a concept to a real film example. That is why explaining writing with scenes from films is exactly the template I am going to follow here. Throughout this book, be assured that no guideline will be suggested unless backed by a specific example of how that guideline applies to a film or a scene in a film. 

Now here is something very important to remember while reading this book. I have used quite a few examples to explain what I mean when I suggest a guideline in writing screenplays. My advice to the reader is to not look at any example, suggested in this book, from a point of view of whether the reader likes or dislikes the film it is from, because taste in cinema is finally personal to each of us. Instead, try and understand how the example applies to the guideline or the point being made. 

DEMYSTIFY THE LANGUAGE AND THE PROCESS

One other thing that this book will do is to try and explain concepts in a language we already understand it in. That is why the language of this book is largely colloquial and personal. I would ideally like this book to be a conversation on writing films more than anything else.

My personal view has always been that writing is very innate and more on instinct but, as writers, most of us may still need to be guided through the process. The principal purpose of this book is to demystify the process of writing so that anybody who has the passion to write and is willing to put in the hard work will be able to write a film. I hope you enjoy reading this book but more importantly, I hope it helps existing writers write better. I also hope this book helps writers, who have never written a screenplay before, to write one. It would be extremely satisfying for me if these goals were met.

So how does it all work? What exactly is writing films about? 

When we write a film, we basically write what we call a ‘Screenplay’. What exactly is a ‘Screenplay’?

*************
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CHAPTER 2 

WHAT IS A SCREENPLAY?
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Let us understand what we mean by a screenplay as simply as we can. 

‘A screenplay is simply as the word suggests ... how a film plays out on the screen ... so, say if we were watching a film and we started writing down each and everything that was happening on screen, by the end of the film, we would have the screenplay of the film’.

DIFFERENCE BETWEEN A SCREENPLAY AND A NOVEL

We can generally define a screenplay as the abridged version of a novel. If one were to write a novel out of a screenplay, it would be a task because the writer would then have to describe everything that is playing on the screen. The big challenge for any novel writer is to present the world of his/her story exclusively through words. Every location, character, prop must be detailed out because while reading a novel, the reader needs to simultaneously imagine all of these and more. With screenplays, one has the liberty to be a little less explicit, like if a screenplay says ‘Location: Warehouse’, the audience will eventually see that warehouse on screen and hence one can get away with lesser details. 

Of course, detailing even in screenplays helps, like if the screenplay describes the warehouse, the art director can create the warehouse exactly how the writer imagined it to be. Any screenplay should ideally be written, at least, a little like a novel, because it helps all the other filmmaking departments to see the film better. The paradox though, as explained ahead, is that too much detail in a screenplay can lead to some difficulty in gauging the final runtime of a film.

UNLIKE NOVELS, MOST FILMS HAVE A RUNTIME LIMIT

Technically, there are no page limits to a novel. A screenplay, on the other hand, has a time limit issue. Seldom, nowadays, do we see films with a runtime of more than 135 minutes. 

Just two decades ago, India, which makes the highest number of narrative fiction features in the world, used to have films with running times of 170-180 minutes, the extra 25 minutes made up with 5-6 songs. Now even in India, film lengths do not exceed the standard 135 minutes. This has happened because of two reasons, decreasing audience attention spans and the tendency to fit in more shows on the same screen to create more business. This deletion of length in Indian films has been achieved by reducing and, in most cases, by doing away with songs completely, but we digress.

The point was about how too much detailing in screenplays can lead to a small issue in gauging the approximate runtime of the final film. The thumb rule in writing screenplays is one minute per page provided the page is formatted to conventional industry standards. Screenplay writing programs like ‘Final Draft’ have a default template that roughly translates to one minute of screen time per page. 

Point is, it is a big deal within any film industry to, at the least, have an approximate idea of what the final runtime of any screenplay would be. This is simply because of how expensive it is to make films. Eventually, and exceptions aside, most films will not be allowed to pass the maximum length (including titles) of 135 minutes. If we end up writing a film which is more than that length, there is more than a good chance that the extra length will be edited out, which basically means that a lot of money we spent on shooting scenes will never make it to the final film. Finally, filmmaking is a business and no producer or studio in the world would like to waste money shooting stuff that is never going to make it to the final edit. That is why it is important to roughly time a film as we write it. 

The Harry Potter books are great examples of how the volume of the books has had little to do with the length of the films that were eventually made, based on the same books:

1) Harry Potter and the philosopher’s stone 

No. of pages in the book: 223 pages

Film Running Time: 152 minutes

2) Harry Potter and the chamber of secrets

No. of pages in the book: 251 pages

Film Running Time: 161 minutes

3) Harry Potter and the prisoner of Azkaban

No. of pages in the book: 317 pages

Film Running Time: 142 minutes

4) Harry Potter and the goblet of fire

No. of pages in the book: 636 pages

Film Running Time: 157 minutes

5) Harry Potter and the order of the phoenix

No. of pages in the book: 766 pages

Film Running Time: 138 minutes

6) Harry Potter and the half-blood prince

No. of pages in the book: 607 pages

Film Running Time: 153 minutes

7) Harry Potter and the deathly hallows (Film is in two parts)

No. of pages in the book: 607 pages

Film Running Time: 276 (146 + 130) minutes

In a later chapter, we will discuss how to convert a book into a screenplay but for now, I hope we have understood the importance of having the right amount of detailing so that the length of a screenplay matches the acceptable runtime of a film.

THE SIX STEPS OF THE SCREENPLAY WRITING PROCESS

A feature film screenplay is at least a hundred pages. That means that as Screenwriters, we need to create at least a hundred pages of original content. Paradoxically speaking, it is not as difficult as it sounds, if we follow the right process ... and it is exactly as difficult as it sounds because we need to create a hundred pages worth of original content, so what exactly is this process? 

In this book, the procedure for writing a screenplay will be laid down in six simple steps. These are:


	The Idea

	The Notes

	The Story

	The Form or Structure

	The Plot Outline / Step Outline / One Line / Scene Order

	The Screenplay



Let us begin with the first step - The idea.

************
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CHAPTER 3

THE IDEA
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All writing starts with an idea. The idea may seem simple, complex, interesting, stupid, or even downright impossible but that is where it all starts. So how does one get an idea?

PERSONAL EXPERIENCES

There is nothing better than a personal experience. That is the most obvious place to get an idea. 

One of my most favourite shows has been ‘The wonder years’. A young boy Kevin Arnold recalls his growing up years in the turbulent 60s and 70s in suburban America. The show narrated stories of parental, sibling and peer influences, friendships, teenage loves, break-ups, personal growth, and how the world around us as a teenager shapes us as adults. It is what one can classify into a ‘Coming of age’ story. The experiences were of an American boy, yet most audiences anywhere in the world could relate simply because the show was amazingly well written and the experiences were that universal and personal. 

The creators of the show were Carol Black and Neal Marlens. Carl and Neal are on record stating that their creative impetus came from a personal space of growing up in troubled times. That is why ‘The wonder years’ includes Vietnam and the hippie era. These were merely personal experiences that the writers went through, which gave the show context and more depth than what an otherwise ‘coming of age’ tale would have had. 

This is what we need to do when we are writing. Look deep within our personal experiences, like maybe the relationship with our parents or siblings, maybe a love story which never took off or died too early or a violent event we went through or witnessed. Nothing is out of bounds. Everything can be used as material.

CONVERSATIONS 

Never forget that writers are always listening, so if you are weird, interesting, boring, rambling or even silent, you or your anecdote may just find themselves in a story. It is amazing how many conversations can lead to a germ in a writer’s head. 

Here is a question. Barring a few exceptions, why is it that the first couple of works of any writer have an edge that most later works don’t? My view has been that the answer lies in the number of years the writer has let an idea marinate. When we are younger, we have a lot of ideas. Eventually, the better ones amongst those stay while the rest we plain forget. As we filter more, the couple of ideas we really like, start growing in our heads. By the time we get to the actual writing, we have lived with those ideas long enough for us to flesh them out, but this is how things change when success comes knocking.

Once writers and filmmakers are successful, the opportunities that come up are immense. There is immediate attention from the industry and almost everybody who ignored them earlier is outside their doors with a bagful of money. If filmmakers need to make better films than the ones they started with, they need to find the writers who have lived with their ideas for long enough. Similarly, writers should ideally live with their ideas long enough to not come across as a disappointment with their next work.

BOOKS, CINEMA AND OTHER ARTS

We may not realise it but we are continuously being influenced by the art of others. Anything can trigger an idea. It need not necessarily be a whole book or a movie. It can be as little as a sentence in a book, a character in a movie or just the light in a painting. That is why we see spin-offs of characters from a very successful web series. A great example would be Saul Goodman from ‘Breaking Bad’. Someone from the producers must have said, “Hey this is a great character. Why don’t we look at the back story of this guy? Was he always like this? or did some specific circumstance convert him into this money driven sleazeball of a lawyer?” and voila! A whole new series ‘Better call Saul’ must have been created.

These are just a few ways of generating ideas and surely, there must be a hundred other ways in which one can get story or screenplay ideas. The point here was not to make an exhaustive list but simply to exemplify how ideas are all around us. We just need to check out the ones that suit our sensibility and pluck from the thousands floating about. 

WHAT WOULD HAPPEN IF...?

To understand how ideas are generated, let us take the examples of a few popular films to guess what the basic idea may have been. What we will try to do with the examples below is to guess the seed of how these films may have probably been conceived.

All ideas generally start with the question ‘What would happen if ...?’. Here are a few ideas that may have begun possibly with that question:

1) FILM - ET THE EXTRA TERRESTRIAL

Writer: Melissa Mathison

Director: Steven Spielberg

Basic idea: What would happen if an eight -year-old kid met a harmless alien stuck on Earth?

2) FILM - INFERNAL AFFAIRS

Writers: Alan Mak & Felix Chong

Directors: Andrew Lau & Alan Mak

Basic idea: What would happen if a mole in the police department and a mole in a criminal organisation are both trying to get each other discovered?

3) FILM - THE RAID: REDEMPTION

Writer: Gareth Huw Evans

Director: Gareth Huw Evans

Basic idea: What would happen if a police team with limited men gets trapped in a huge building full of guns and criminals?

4) FILM - GROUNDHOG DAY

Writers: Danny Rubin & Harold Ramis

Director: Harold Ramis

Basic idea: What would happen if we woke up to the same day every day?

5) FILM - THE TRUMAN SHOW

Writer: Andrew Niccol

Director: Peter Weir

Basic idea: What would happen if we were the only real thing in a reality show?

6) FILM - ETERNAL SUNSHINE OF THE SPOTLESS MIND

Writers: Charlie Kaufman, Michel Gondry & Pierre Bismuth

Director: Michel Gondry

Basic idea: What would happen if we could choose to erase certain memories permanently?

7) FILM - SPIDER-MAN

Writers: Stan Lee, Steve Ditko & David Koepp

Director: Sam Raimi

Basic idea: What would happen if a gawky, under-confident teenager develops powers like a spider?

8) FILM - LIFE IS BEAUTIFUL

Writers: Vincenzo Cerami & Roberto Benigni

Director: Roberto Benigni

Basic idea: What would happen if, during World War 2, a Jewish man would use humour and imagination to protect his son in the middle of the holocaust?

9) FILM - MEMENTO

Writers: Jonathan Nolan & Christopher Nolan

Director: Christopher Nolan

Basic idea: What would happen if a man with a short-term memory loss condition attempts to track down his wife’s murderer?

10) FILM - LAGAAN: ONCE UPON A TIME IN INDIA

Writers: Ashutosh Gowariker, Kumar Dave, Sanjay Dayma & KP Saxena

Director: Ashutosh Gowariker

Basic idea: What would happen if a bunch of poor villagers in British ruled India made a life altering bet to win in a game they have never played before?

At every step ahead, we have tried to take universal examples from popular films that most of us may have already seen or from films that are, at the least, easy to find and view. It is difficult to know how those films were written nor is that the purpose of this book, but in some cases, we have rather imagined the writing of those films from the process suggested in this book. 

The promise is to not add more jargon and largely work with film terms we are already aware of. The bigger idea is to demystify the entire process of writing a film and explain how easy it really is to write a screenplay. 

So now that we have an ‘Idea’. Next stop: The Notes.

BASIC GUIDELINES FOR AN IDEA

1) An idea may seem weird, simple, or even stupid to begin with but if it stays with us, stay with it. Don’t give up.

2) An idea may come from anywhere. Keep ears, eyes, and mind open.

3) Always allow an idea to take root. Spend time with an idea. Make notes on the idea but do not rush into the writing

SUMMARY OF THE SCREENWRITING PROCESS SO FAR

STEP 1: Find the idea we want to work on.

*************
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CHAPTER 4

THE NOTES
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Now that we have hooked onto a basic idea to develop a script from, the first thing to do is to not rush into the writing. It is very important to live with the idea and to let it seep in enough to understand whether we want to pursue it further. What is fun though is, that once we commit to the idea, it is amazing how other things will start to happen almost immediately. We will find references and inspirations in the films we see, the books we read and the people we meet. The process automatically becomes organic and this is where the all-important reason to write copious notes comes in.

So, what can these notes be regarding? Almost anything under the sun, as long as the reference can be used in the film we are writing, like say, a character we can add in our script, a location we like, an interesting situation or simply a weird looking object which we think one of our characters can carry. The more we think of the script, the more stuff, we will see around us which we feel we can use. 

We need to take notes because memory is a fickle thing. The important thing to remember is that we are all prone to forgetting even the best ideas that may occur to us. We may think of something, which we may feel is very relevant to the script we are writing, but we don’t make a note. Trust me, an hour later, there is a very good chance that we will struggle to remember. That is why every little thought we get, every little thing we feel would be useful for the film, whether eventually useful or not, needs to be diligently and immediately noted down because once it is forgotten, it may be lost forever. 

A good thing to do is to keep pen and paper near wherever we sleep because this must have happened with all of us. We must have woken up in the middle of the night with what we believed was a fantastic idea, but instead of making a note, we must have just dozed off again. Come morning and there was no memory of what it was, that we could have possibly thought of in the middle of the night. In my case, sometimes I have made a note and read it in the morning to find that it was absolute drivel but occasionally, there was a good idea, I would have missed, if I had not noted it down. The need to make notes cannot be emphasised enough. That is where most of our material for the next step of the writing process will come from. 

Technology is a great friend in this regard. Earlier, one would need to carry a little notebook to keep a record. Luckily now we have our phones where we can write notes or even record verbally. Every time we think of anything regarding the script, drop whatever that is happening and either type it down or record thoughts immediately. Every note is important. Nothing should be missed.

One more thing to remember, as far as possible, is to write the exact reference of how we intend to use that thought in the script. For example, say we decide to shift a weapon that a character uses from a gun to a sword. Do not just write ‘Change gun to sword’ but also what were the reasons we thought so in that moment. It may just be a sentence but when we sit with our notes later, we are in a better position to understand whether that change was necessary at all, or merely a momentary digression. 

Most of our notes will be random as they would obviously be. We might see a certain character trait in a person we meet and might say, “Ah, this will fit nicely in my film”, so we make a note of the person and the trait displayed. The next note might be of a situation we have thought of or a plot point. That is why some sort of indexing becomes very important. 

Once we have enough notes, it is important to segregate them into various groups, so that they can start forming an organised story in our heads. Ideally, fix a day of a week, sit with all the notes written over the week and get them organised under various categories. 

Below, some possible categories have been written separately for a better understanding but the fact is, that all these ideas may occur simultaneously and in no specific order. We might start meeting our characters in specific settings as they meet, love, chase, escape or kill each other, so certain stuff might be categorised under multiple headings. Here below are what the heads can be:

PLOT AND GENRE

The primary segregation must be the plot. Now that we have a basic idea, what are the sub-plots and the genres going to be? The plot notes can be mixed in genres. For example, a time travel film can play out as a fun entertainer like in ‘Back to the future’, an alien-based action thriller like ‘Edge of tomorrow’ or even a romance like ‘The time traveller’s wife’ and that is just one genre and sub-genre. Thrillers come in a hundred different flavours and there is no end to how romance can be written into any genre. A disaster film like ‘Titanic’ is a love story and so are parts of a high concept science fiction film like ‘The Matrix’. 
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