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​How to Read a Screenplay 
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To those who are unfamiliar with it, opening a screenplay can be like stepping into a foreign land where everyone speaks quickly, writes everything in capital letters, and uses odd abbreviations.

Don’t worry—you’re not alone. Screenplays aren’t written to be read in the way novels are; they’re blueprints for something that doesn’t exist yet: a film, a series, or a video. The prose is lean, time is money, and every word is a piece of architecture.

Still, there’s an art to reading them. The first thing to know: a screenplay isn’t shy about telling you where you are and when. This is done through slug lines—those bold, all-caps markers like

INT. COLONEL LORIKOV’S OFFICE – DAY

That’s short for “Interior, Colonel Lorikov’s office, during the day.” The writer has just moved the camera inside, told you where the scene takes place, and set the lighting without a single descriptive flourish.

From there, the action lines (or scene description) will read more like stage directions than literary prose. We’re not lingering in anyone’s thoughts; we’re watching what they do. Dialogue is centered, character names are in caps above their lines, and everything is arranged so a film crew can read it at speed.

If a character’s name is mentioned for the first time in the entire screenplay, it is always marked in bold. Character names are always capitalized, even within scene and action descriptions.
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​Pacing and White Space
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The way a screenplay looks is as important as what it says. White space creates movement; scenes are kept brief, snappy, and cinematic by using short lines. A block of dense description feels as if the brakes have been slammed.
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​Your Role as Reader
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When you read a screenplay, you’re half audience, half co-conspirator. The text is showing you just enough for your imagination to light up and fill the rest. Think of it as a collaboration between your mind and the future camera.

A screenplay is less like reading a finished novel and more like reading the DNA of a story—compressed, precise, yet alive with potential. You’re not just following what happens; you’re sensing how it will happen, shot by shot.

Those capital letters and obscure acronyms become less of a barrier and more like a secret code you've just figured out once you get the hang of it.

​
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​Glossary of Common Screenplay Contractions

[image: ]






	Term

	Full Form

	Meaning




	O.S.

	Off-Screen

	A character speaks but isn’t visible in the shot (e.g., shouting from another room).




	V.O.

	Voice-Over

	Dialogue spoken by someone not physically present in the scene—often narration, phone calls, or a character’s inner voice/thoughts.




	CONT'D

	Continued

	Indicates that the same character’s dialogue continues after a break—usually because of an interruption in action or a new page.




	INT.

	Interior

	The scene takes place indoors.




	EXT.

	Exterior

	The scene takes place outdoors.




	(beat)

	
—
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	A pause in dialogue, not necessarily long enough to be an action, but enough to shift tone or thought.




	CUT TO:

	
—
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	A direct transition to the next shot or scene.
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​Act 1
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​Punitive Camp NH-239,  October 1938 - 19 July 1939
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​Scene 1
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EXT. PUNITIVE CAMP NH-239, TYUMEN, USSR, 1938-1939—DAY

IMAGE: Pine forests in the Siberian taiga. The camp consists of rows of one-story, hastily built timber huts. Its perimeter is encircled by barbed wire. One can marvel at a stocky, large wooden gate at the westernmost section. A gravel dirt road cuts through the surrounding woodlands. 

NARRATOR (V.O.)

If you ask any government official in Moscow, punitive camp NH-239 doesn’t exist. Even Tyumen town’s natives have no notion of its exact location and true purpose. A ghost town in the middle of nowhere. Yet, no free person would ever step inside its borders. It is governed directly by the secret state administration GULAG under the Soviet NKVD’s ruthless rule.​[1] 

IMAGE: Wide muddy tracks pave a dirt road that curves into a swath of pine woodlands. A column of rusty Soviet trucks is parked beside a mosquito-infested swamp. INMATES load logs into the trucks' bodywork while wearing dull prisoner attire. Winds are howling, and autumn red glen leaves are falling under the tires of the trucks.

NARRATOR (V.O.)

This camp is prescribed as a “lenient sentence facility,” which basically means the camp guards rarely put an inmate to death single-handedly. Malnutrition, arctic winter frosts, and hard work take the captives’ lives instead. Throughout 1938 and 1939, civilians from all over the world's largest nation are brought in under a variety of accusations.

Arctic winter: a line of INMATES in gray prisoner clothing and thin autumn jackets pull a long sledge through the snowdrifts. Logs are piled high on the rough sledge. 

The INMATES’ frostbitten, almost numb hands lose grip of the towropes. A few of them trip and fall into the deep snow. The group seems exhausted, freezing, and disoriented.


GUARD 1

(yells in broken Russian)



Move, move, move! Ne’er stop, or die on the spot!


GUARD 2



The timber’s falling down! Can’t y’all move the damned sledge steadily?! Stop now!

ARKADY: a blond lad of medium height with melancholic grayish-blue eyes and waist-long, unkempt hair. He wears ragged gray work pants, a workman’s flap cap, and a thin ragged coat. He trips and falls into the snow. The timber logs are falling off the sledge, and it comes to a halt. GUARD 1 traverses the deep snow with his high winter boots.


GUARD 1

(hits ARKADY angrily with a lash)



Get up, ya filthy scum! Get up, or we leave ya freeze to death!

ARKADY pants for breath. The INMATES rest directly onto the freezing ground, shivering and gazing at the fallen boy. MARYAT walks through the snow. 

MARYAT: a short, swarthy, frostbitten Kazakh Mongoloid boy with dark eyes and dark hair sticking out from under his workman's flap cap. 

MARYAT attacks GUARD 1 and brings him down into the snow. GUARD 2 joins in the brawl.


MARYAT



Can’t you see he’s exhausted?! You’ve worked us to the bone in the freaking cold, and you gave us no time to rest!


GUARD 2



Shut up, ya brat! Who said ya can talk?

GUARDS beat MARYAT and ARKADY to a pulp before returning to the fallen sled. The boys crawl painfully back towards the INMATES, wobbling down a slushy path. ARKADY sobs bitterly.





MARYAT



Hey, Aky... Are you alright?


ARKADY

(in a hushed voice)



Don’t mind me; I’ve already been through three camps. I survived two long years of hell. I’ll manage by myself now.


MARYAT



How did you get in the system?


ARKADY



My dad was found guilty during the Great Purge of ‘38 as an “enemy of the people.”


MARYAT



Was he a former nobleman or a White Army officer?


ARKADY



Kind of. But he switched sides early on in the Civil War. He already served in a Red Army cavalry squadron as the Bolsheviks rode through the frost-bitten marshlands of Minsk against the Poles in 1920.


MARYAT



Man, he earned his rank among the Reds with his own blood. Why would they turn around some time later and frame him as a traitor?


ARKADY

(cleansing his wounds with a pit of snow)



I didn’t make the freaking rules, so don’t ask me.


MARYAT

(helps ARKADY get to a sitting position)

I guess they faked a charge against your dad as a foreign spy, right?

ARKADY




(rubbing his frozen hands energetically)






Not just that, but they also sentenced him to the firing squad. We had to bribe the prison guards to retrieve his body. They’d have left him rotting in a nameless mass grave pit if we hadn’t intervened.


MARYAT



My condolences for all the horrors your family went through. I’ve been separated from my surviving folks for quite some time. Most of us starved to death on the long, dark road to Kostanay town during the Kazakh famine of ‘32. Whoever survived this ordeal was either shot right away or dragged into punitive camps in ‘38. We were a clan of over a hundred members. I believe I’m the only one who’s still hanging on for dear life.


ARKADY

(hugs him)



I can only fathom how devastating it must’ve been to you. I lost my dad, and my life’s already a bloody hell. I can’t even start to think about what would’ve become of me if I lost everyone.


MARYAT

(holds him tight)



Probably the same old grind in the punitive camp. Nothing too different.





ARKADY

(desperately)



Russians, Kazakhs, Karelian Finns, Jews...we were all assigned to the night circle of hell by birth. We barely ever did anything so outrageous as to deserve such a gruesome punishment. Has God truly abandoned us in this hellhole?


MARYAT



God abandoned nobody. Communists brainwashed us to abandon Him, and that’s what we got. But I’d rather freeze to death than join their demonic Party. Red is the color of the Jahannam​[2]’s burning flames, brother.

MARYAT reluctantly pulls out of ARKADY’s embrace. Both boys are freezing in the cold, as Arctic winds howl through the pine forest. Meaningful silence.


ARKADY

(coughs badly)



You never mentioned your name, mate.


MARYAT



Maryat. Maryat Kurubuy.


ARKADY



My name’s Arkady Simonenko. Let’s get going, Maryat, or we’ll freeze to death.

ARKADY and MARYAT wobble through the snowdrifts. ARKADY coughs so loudly that he almost chokes. 

He stumbles again in the deep white snow. MARYAT gives him first aid and helps him up. 

GUARD 1 approaches the wobbling boys defiantly.


GUARD 1

(sternly)



What’s goin’ on here?


MARYAT

(his voice trembling)



He almost choked to death.


GUARD 1

(growls menacingly, waves his whip at them)



Don’t talk so much an’ get to work!


MARYAT



But what about my friend here?


GUARD 1



He’s fine. He got a cold? Give ‘im tea when we go to the barracks.


MARYAT

(pleadingly)



I need to bring him back to the camp so he can recover!


GUARD 1



Not possible, sorry.


MARYAT

(blocking GUARD 1’s way toward the fire)



How come? Can’t you see he can’t withstand the cold?!


GUARD 1



Many men freeze to death or die from cold. That’s why they brought ‘em here. How’s your lad any different? You expect pity for ‘im, or what?


MARYAT

(clenches his fists)



You monster!

MARYAT attacks GUARD 1, taking him down into the deep snow. GUARD 2 interferes, knocking the rebellious inmate down and pinning him directly into the snowdrifts.


GUARD 2



Hold your horses, brat! I’m running out of patience! Get to work! NOW!

A burning fire pit appears amidst the snowdrifts, its flames soaring upwards. The snow beside it is melting. 

The other INMATES leave the sledge behind. They do not pick up any of the already wet tree logs that lie scattered on the trodden-down pathway. Everyone gathers around the open fire. 

MARYAT takes the fallen ARKADY’s hand to help him up.

ARKADY finally gets up on his own, his eyes shut to a slit. He wobbles toward the warm fire. The flames grow high, leaving the GUARDS in awe.


ARKADY

(whispers teary-eyed)



Thank you, Lord! It’s the best answer to my prayers.


GUARD 2



Who started this, huh? Did ya smuggle gasoline to burn us to ashes? Confess, an’ I won’t shoot everyone here.

Nobody confesses, all eyes downcast toward the snow. 

GUARD 2 spotted ARKADY waving his hands at the dancing flames. He grabs him by the collar, clenching a whip in his right hand.


GUARD 2

(shouting at ARKADY)



Hey, ya scumbag, don’t ya dare spread the fire, ya hear me?! I know ya’re a witcher, an’ it’s all your doing!

Two INMATES grab the man by the hand and pull the whip away.

ARKADY is trembling.

The other GUARD does not interfere at all.

GUARD 2 retreats through the snow, stumbling.


GUARD 2

(to his colleague)



Don’t just stand there! Help me!


GUARD 1



The fire...it just popped outta nowhere!


GUARD 2



The blond sorcerer, that rebellious brat—it’s all his doing!








GUARD 1



C’mon! All the timber’s wet; he’s got no matches to start a fire. Not possible.


GUARD 2



So, you claim flames popped out by themselves, huh? Like a Biblical miracle in hell’s gutter. I don’t believe it, mate.


GUARD 1

(shrugs indifferently)



Seems like God’s still wi’ us. Or ‘twas native magic.


GUARD 2



You're crazy! Magic doesn’t exist! God won’t come down on us sinners after all we’ve done.


INMATE 1

(shouting at both the GUARDS)



We’re sick and tired of you two arguing!


GUARD 2



Shut up, or I’ll whip ya to death!


INMATE 2



Shut your filthy mouths, and thank the Lord, for he gave us warmth! He’ll soon try you both for your sins against us!


GUARD 2

(leans menacingly towards the crowd)



Was that a threat?!

INMATE 2 rolls his eyes and turns his back on the angry GUARD 2. 

The flames dance and twist like serpents, their tongues licking the air and spreading warmth to the freezing INMATES.

ARKADY sits down beside the fire, taking a deep breath. MARYAT hugs him tightly.








MARYAT

(whispers)



Thank God you’re alive, Aky. I was worried sick about you.


ARKADY



I’m fine, Maryat.


MARYAT



Was it you who started this fire in the middle of nowhere? There’s no suitable firewood in the area, so it couldn’t have happened naturally.


ARKADY

(casts an anxious glance at him and looks around warily)



How did you find out it was me?


MARYAT

(chuckles)



Well, you’re the only one acting like a magician and silently stroking the fire.


ARKADY



Uh, I might’ve gone a bit too far. I only craved some warmth, that’s all.


MARYAT



That fire pit gave us a much-needed rest. You’re golden! If it weren’t for the miraculous fire, many of us would’ve perished today.


ARKADY



There are fates worse than death. If these bastards shot me right now, that would be a deliverance from my suffering.


MARYAT

(indignantly)



How could you talk like that? Don’t you value your own life?!








ARKADY

(smirks sarcastically)



That’s no life, Maryat. We’re being slowly transformed into walking corpses. This winter will see the end of many of us. 

(beat)

The Party’s cheap workforce must perish before the spring comes. That’s what Colonel Lorikov, the camp’s commander, once blurted out. They’ll replenish the camp with new manpower once the NKVD’s next witch-hunting season begins.


MARYAT



If we stick together, we’ll survive and get out of here some day.


ARKADY



You’re way too naive, Maryat. Like, what could possibly be worse than freezing to death in the Siberian taiga? I only hope the Lord will have mercy on me and help me leave this freaking shithole sooner.

The wind is howling around them, and the bonfire’s flames are dancing in the dim Arctic afternoon.

​
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​Scene 2
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EXT. PUNITIVE CAMP NH-239, TYUMEN, USSR, 21 APRIL 1939—DAY

Several SS OFFICERS walk through the rows of low-lying timber lodges of the camp. 

An unusually scalding day at the dawn of the Siberian spring. 

One of the SS OFFICERS takes out a handkerchief to wipe off the sweat on his forehead. 

A frail-looking, timid blonde Russian officer follows them. He serves as their INTERPRETER. 

They are confronted by a higher-ranking NKVD officer of middle height, short gray hair, broad shoulders, and fierce gray eyes. He goes by the name of COLONEL LORIKOV, and he is the camp’s infamous superintendent.


COLONEL LORIKOV

(crosses arms indignantly)



Who are these foreigners? Who in hell allowed you all inside?

(fuming)

You’ve entered a top-secret facility. Unapproved visits are strictly forbidden!


INTERPRETER

(timidly)



Major Makhlyuzov at your service. The high command at the Kremlin appointed me as interpreter of these high-ranking German officers.

(lowers his voice to a whisper)

Actually, Comrade Stalin himself gave us the order to come here.


COLONEL LORIKOV



(smirks sarcastically)

Oh, really? Let me check that order. I bet those fascists forged it to gain access to a top-secret NKVD facility. That’s how foreign spies act. But we don’t condone any intruders here!


INTERPRETER



Here, see for yourself. You’ll be surprised.

He takes out some papers from his leather bag and hands them to COLONEL LORIKOV. 

The COLONEL reads them thoroughly, and his face turns pale.


COLONEL LORIKOV



Comrade Stalin has given these despicable fascists a free hand to interrogate and operate on any inmate they like. That’s insane, Comrade Makhlyuzov! What are these damned foreigners up to?


INTERPRETER



I have no idea. Let me check once again.


(switches to German, faces the SS OFFICERS)



Is there any inmate in particular that you would like to single out, gentlemen?

One of the SS OFFICERS replies with a high-pitched Bavarian accent. 

The INTERPRETER seems perplexed. 

He faces LORIKOV and lowers his voice so that none of the GUARDS can eavesdrop on their conversation.


INTERPRETER



They’re looking for a certain individual dubbed as the Chosen One. A lad of eighteen years, for all they know. Their higher-ups in Berlin believe he was thrown out inside this facility back in ‘38.


COLONEL LORIKOV



That’s a heap of occult crap, and I’m not buying it!


INTERPRETER



Comrade Colonel, I’m also convinced they’re lying through their teeth. But the order says deliver and obey. No questions asked. Comrade Stalin surely knows more about their true purpose.


COLONEL LORIKOV



Damned secrecy! I guess I have no choice.

(sighs)

Ask these scumbags what they really need from me. If the damned fascists insist so much, I’ll clear out a few buildings so they can mind their dirty business.


(growls indignantly)






Inquire and report to me. Don’t beat too much ‘round the bush this time.

The SS OFFICERS take 21 boys between the ages of 16 and 19 and drag them down into the woodlands. No Soviet GUARD ever dares to follow them. 

COLONEL LORIKOV retreats into a wood cabin in the camp, away from everyone’s eyes.

​
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​Scene 3
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EXT. A CLEARING IN A SIBERIAN PINE FOREST—LATER THAT DAY

IMAGE: The barren ground is pitch black, deeply burnt, with only a few stumps barely clinging on. Trunks of uprooted trees almost turned to ashes. 

Amid the chaos, next to a muddy pit, is a grim gray sarcophagus. No carvings and engravings over it. 

A score of mutilated corpses scattered all over the lawn.

Two clueless SS OFFICERS hide behind a surviving pine tree. They tremble and shiver in unabated horror. 

MARYAT and ARKADY are seated directly on the ground beside the sarcophagus, staring blankly at the scene of utter destruction.

NARRATOR (V.O.)

None of the inmates survived the ordeal but Arkady Simonenko and Maryat Kurubuev. Only two German officers were left standing to tell the tale. Their bizarre occult ritual spiralled into a mass murder case.
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​Scene 4
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INT. SLEEPING QUARTERS OF PUNITIVE CAMP NH-239, 23 APRIL 1939—DAY

ARKADY sits on the dirt floor of a wooden hut. 

He is skin and bones, and his hopeless blue eyes stare blankly at the rough beams of the low-lying ceiling. 

MARYAT leans over him with a wooden bowl of porridge, but ARKADY silently pushes the food away. 

MARYAT sighs in despair and keeps offering him food until ARKADY takes a few bites rather reluctantly.

NARRATOR (V.O.)

Arkady looked off the hook for weeks after the gruesome accident. The traumatized boy nearly starved himself to death. He often sat staring at the rotten ceiling of the camp's communal buildings for the majority of his leisure time. His friend Maryat barely assisted him in his recovery. Nobody ever discussed the dark occult mystery that had killed twenty defenseless teenagers.

FADE OUT

​
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​Scene 5
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EXT. PUNITIVE CAMP NH-239, WESTERN GATE, 19 JULY 1939—DAY

An unusually hot summer day in the monotonous lives of the camps’ inmates. Dark clouds of war are descending upon the whole of Europe.

NARRATOR (V.O.)

Relations between the Soviet Union and the Third Reich were marred by mutual suspicion, a heavy armament contest, and a constant exchange of military technology and secret military missions, like the camp’s unexpected visitors in April 1939.

IMAGE: A bird’s-eye view of Berlin’s center and the Reichstag (the German parliament).

NARRATOR (V.O.)

Minister Molotov's covert talks in Berlin were not disclosed to higher-ranking Moscow officials. The two main European powers may reach a peace deal as a result. A deal like that would be a grave transgression of the British Empire's interests, the richest superpower in the world. 

IMAGE: A bird’s-eye view of the Tower of London and London Bridge.

NARRATOR (V.O.)

There would be no mutual annihilation of Nazism and Communism in the vast battle theater of Eastern Europe, as the British Empire’s top strategists had hoped for. They had to face the grim reality. The Nazi leadership had their eyes set on the West.

IMAGE: The main gate of the punitive camp NH-239 is a simple iron arcade set in barbed wire. 

5 heavily armored cars stop at the gate. One of the car’s doors is kicked open, and an NKVD OFFICER emerges. 

That’s SAAKASHVILI, a giant of a man with a protruding mustache, crooked nose, dark curly hair, slightly tanned skin, broad shoulders, and a decisive look on his face.


SAAKASHVILI

(with a pronounced Georgian accent)



Open up! An important visitor has come!


GUARD 2

(rushes at the other side of the gate)



Comrade, that’s a top-secret facility. Unapproved visits are strictly forbidden.


SAAKASHVILI



We came by the personal order of Comrade Stalin...


GUARD 2

(cuts him short angrily)



We’re fed up wi’ this crap, mate! Two months ago, we let several German officers come by order of The Chief, and the buggers took the lives of 20 inmates. We’re not doing this again. No more fascists allowed inside. Not on my watch.


SAAKASHVILI

(roars indignantly)



Comrade Stalin is no fascist!

One of the cars’ doors opens up, and STALIN gets out. 

He’s wearing a simple gray blouse and workman’s trousers. His prominent Georgian mustache is still black, but his hair has gone gray. 

The man is well into his 60s and looks irritated.
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