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“It is wonderful to create.”


Akira Kurosawa
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INTRODUCTION


Here’s a little secret for you: Most people who teach at film school have no idea what they’re doing. It’s normal. Artists generally have no idea how they do what they do, let alone how to teach it to somebody else. It’s part of the nature of art that there’s an element of mystery to the way it happens. Many artists foster this element—they revel in it. To teach something is to break it down into its moving components, to deconstruct it, and then to organize it into digestible parts that others can understand and absorb. Most artists don’t want to do this, as it would kill the magic.


Here’s another alarming fact I’ve discovered about film education. A large number of the people who teach at film schools have never been paid to make a movie, direct a commercial, write a screenplay, or work on television. Some of them just went through school, got their degrees, maybe directed a few shorts in the process. But that’s about it. They’re there because they need a job, just like you will when you graduate.


I suspect that most art forms were better learned in an apprenticeship setting, where you spent years observing a master at work, absorbing little bits of information as you went along. Then the master taught you one element of the art form, and you did that for a few years. Then they taught you another aspect of it, and so on, until eventually you were the one doing the thing and the master retired. It was obviously a slow process but a lot of art forms used to do it, and it worked.


That method, however, is not practical, as it’s time-consuming and doesn’t generate revenue, so it has largely disappeared now that education has become a business. Today’s graduates have to go to work right away in order to pay the enormous debt they have incurred while getting their education. Some, especially arts graduates, go right back into the school system and start to teach.


artists



The film business is mega-competitive, and getting a job right out of school is hard. That’s something to consider as you make the massive decision whether to invest all the money it takes to go through film school. Most of the people who teach there wish they were somewhere else, doing what they had set out to do. Some of them may be excellent teachers, but it’s important to know what you’re paying for. Do some research—know what you’re getting into.


The aim of some institutions has become not just to stay afloat but to thrive in a very competitive market, which means they have to be able to offer a product that appears better than the competition, even if it is not actually better. And if one of their competitors cuts corners, they may have to do the same or risk being outsold. When choosing a film school, you need to watch out for these pitfalls.
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storytelling



This book is about what you need to know as you go through the process, because ultimately your education is in your hands. Learn to get what you want. Unless you are proactive in this, people will only give you what they want. You’re entering a super-competitive business. Don’t wait for somebody to recognize your talent and hand over the keys to the kingdom. People don’t get discovered by the poolside in Hollywood (or if they do, it won’t be for anything worthwhile). Waiting is death.


Thousands of people graduate from film school every year. They’re all competing for a finite number of jobs, in an already oversaturated market. Once you graduate, you’ll be competing with your professors for the same jobs.


A few years back, unemployment in the Screen Actors Guild was at around 90 percent. And that was counting only actors who at some point had gotten a job with the Guild, not those who had joined but had never worked, or actors who had worked but weren’t members to begin with. If we took those numbers into consideration, the percentage would be more like 98 percent. Yet people continue to flood into film schools, in the hope of someday becoming part of the business. Why go into a career that’s so competitive?


I think that it’s because a hunger for stories is part of our DNA. To survive in prehistoric times, humans had to compete for food and shelter with other creatures, but humans had an advantage—their brains could absorb, interpret, and apply information better than any other creature. Stories were the first tools of learning that humans had, to try to explain their world. Somebody would get up in front of the fire and tell a story. The audience, sitting in the dark, would learn from the story, and those who were able to learn would survive. What’s more, when people traveled, the story traveled with them and others could learn as well, even across vast distances. That’s a huge evolutionary advantage.


knowledge



Today we still have that insatiable appetite for knowledge. Being able to tell stories gives you prestige. People listen; they’re entertained; they learn. That’s almost a superpower. When you can manufacture what people want, that gives you confidence and poise, not to mention a monetary reward.


Filmmaking is the premier method of storytelling today—or at least the most popular at the moment. That’s one reason that more and more people want to do it, despite how competitive it is. Add to that the massive salaries paid to those at the top of the pyramid. The dream exists: “Why not me?”


Those are compelling forces to make somebody want to become a film director despite the odds. Another reason is that it is addictive. Frank Capra said, “Film is a disease…as with heroin, the antidote is more film.”


Filmmaking is one of the few endeavors in life that taxes every aspect of who we are. There’s the often overwhelming physical challenge of making the film: months of working long hours with limited breaks, often under tough conditions. There’s also the mental challenge of solving the ever-changing puzzle of making a movie—it’s a constant battle between wanting to do your best and having only limited resources. Plus, of course, there are the things that can and will go wrong on set. You have to continually reinvent the movie as you’re making it. You have to think on your feet and you have to adapt.


Finally, there’s the emotional aspect of sharing your story with the world, of putting your creation out there for everybody to see and criticize. It’s terrifying. Are you good enough? Is what you have to say important? What if it isn’t? What if it flops? What if people hate it? Or, worse yet, what if they ignore it?


There are few things in the world that challenge you at so many levels. And because it is so demanding, we are tragically attracted to it. We have to do it—because as human beings we have an ongoing love affair with the impossible. What does the word “impossible” mean anyway? It’s all just a human construct. But we enjoy that dichotomy. We enjoy being able to do what’s most difficult.


One of my good friends in this industry who is a regular collaborator of mine used to say that film was the only thing that made him feel totally alive. He craved being on set and he suffered depression when he wasn’t. That’s something they don’t tell you—there’s a huge down after you finish a project. Your body has been engaged so intensely for the period of the shoot that once you’re done, you don’t know what to do with yourself.
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prepared


I remember when I was working for ABC News there were people there who had been having that reaction for 20 or 30 years. You could see it in their eyes. They were addicted to the adrenaline of being on the air. They lived for that moment when they felt useful and necessary. What human beings crave above all else is a purpose, and film provides that in spades.


So if you’ve got the fever and you’ve decided film school is the way to go, then here’s the information you’ll need to know when you get out. Some of it they’ll teach, some of it they won’t. Some of it they won’t even know you need, but, trust me, you do.


I know—I was once in your position. But I’ve never held a job that’s not related to the arts, and even though I’ve had my ups and downs, I’ve loved every moment. You can do the same.


I live for what I do. It’s my purpose. I’ve been in this business for 25 years because it fills a need, because it gets me up and going in the morning, and because I love the face my students make when they learn something new.


If you’re going to do this, if you’re really going to dedicate your time to film, you have to be prepared to fail—and then to keep going…because there’s nothing else in this world you can see yourself doing. That’s the type of commitment you need to survive in this business. There will be times when all you’re going to want to do is quit. Just shake off that feeling and get to work—this ain’t for the faint-hearted.


If you know that this is what you want to do for the rest of your life, then you’re going to need knowledge. You’ll also need stamina. And, most of all, you’re going to need what students want more than anything else in the world: inspiration. Let’s get to it.


   “There will be times when all you’re going to want to do is quit. Just shake off that feeling and get to work—this ain’t for the faint-hearted.”
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So you’re going to film school—fantastic. Here are a few things you should make sure you get while you’re there.





READING AND WRITING
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What you should take away from film school


writers



At film school you’ll hear a lot of contradictory advice about writing. It’s one of the toughest disciplines to master, and, like many art forms, sometimes those who are doing it have no idea how they do it, even when they are very good at it.


The best-selling author Stephen King, in his book On Writing, says, “If you want to be a writer, you must do two things above all others: read a lot and write a lot.” That’s the secret. If you want to get good at writing scripts, you have to read, a lot! And you have to write, a lot! There’s no way around it. You cannot be a good writer, or a good artist for that matter, if you don’t read.


Part of what we do when we write is continue a conversation that other writers have already started. It may be about technique, inspiration, the nature of art, the iniquities of life, suffering, injustice…anything. It doesn’t really matter what the focus of your writing will be. What matters is that you know where that conversation is at, so that you can take the next step.


That’s never going to happen if you don’t read. One of the most common mistakes young writers make is to repeat themes and conversations that have already been covered exhaustively by other writers.


Reading is an intimate conversation with another mind. The writers of the past have left their legacy to you, so you need to take advantage of that and activate your mind to new ideas and modes of thinking.



commitment



I believe a writer should read every day—and especially every night before going to bed, so you prepare yourself for what you’ll do the next day, which is write. Get in the habit of taking a book with you everywhere you go. Read in bits and pieces or, if you have the time, take in big chunks at one sitting. How you do it doesn’t matter; all that matters is that you read. If you don’t, you’ll never be a good writer, and good writing is the beginning of the process of making a movie. You can’t make a great movie from a mediocre script.


So this is the first commitment you need to make if you’re going to become a good filmmaker: Pick up a good script or a good book, and read it.


“I read on the internet,” my students tell me, but that doesn’t count. The stuff you read online has been designed to be consumed in a very short period of time. Instead of helping your imagination and focus, what it’s doing is having the same effect that being on your phone does, which is shortening the amount of time you focus. You need long, immersive reading, to get lost in the story, to stretch the muscles of your imagination.


You should be doing that every day. In his book On Writing, Stephen King says he goes through maybe 70–80 books a year. I can’t manage that many, but I think I go through at least 30, which is a different book every couple of weeks. You have no time to waste…you’re already behind.


Method


First things first: How are stories told? It’s simple. Humans tell stories with a beginning, a middle, and an end. This is the way our brains work. Ever since the first written accounts from ancient history, this has been the preferred method for telling tales. There’s something that calls to us in stories constructed in this way.


If you deviate from this structure, you may come up with something new and exciting, or you may fail terribly. That’s all good and fine. I hope you experiment and find a way to make movies and tell stories nobody has ever come up with before. But I suggest that as an apprentice filmmaker you should first aim to master the most common way to tell stories: with a beginning, a middle, and an end.


Some screenwriting teachers will say to you that there’s no set way to tell stories, but that’s nonsense. Yes, it’s absolutely possible to break from that norm and still tell a great story. Most of the masters of film did just that, and made amazing films as a result. Bergman, Fellini, Kurosawa, Kubrick (to name a few) all did it. But before you start experimenting, you must master the basic method.


filmmaker





Author Note
If you haven’t read Robert McKee’s book Story: Substance, Structure, Style, and the Principles of Screenwriting, put it on your reading list.





Classical Design


Robert McKee, the renowned writing teacher, calls this preferred structure of having a beginning, a middle, and an end Classical Design.


Classical Design is how the great majority of television shows and movies are constructed. It’s the bread and butter of the industry. Learn it, master it, own it. If you get good at telling stories this way, you will inevitably entertain. And ultimately that’s what people want: to be entertained. They want to become the people on the screen, to live vicariously through them. Learn to give the audience what they want and love.


Components


Here are the components—the nuts and bolts—of the process of constructing a story.


The dilemma


A good story starts with a dilemma. A dilemma is a problem with two options, both of them bad. For example, a mysterious hacker you admire tells you you’re trapped in the Matrix. You can ignore that information and continue to live your life, or you can get out and be persecuted by authority. What’s it going to be?


Another example: You’re a kid and you miss your dad, who left you and your family to go and live his own life. Now an extraterrestrial lands in your backyard, and you become friends. Do you help him to get home, even though he’s your one true friend? Or do you try to keep him here, even though it might kill him?
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dilemma



A strong dilemma keeps the audience glued to the screen. It’s the one question they spend the movie trying to answer. But coming up with a good one is not easy. Try it—think of a problem that has two possible solutions, both bad. Now you have the beginnings of a script.


One of the things poor writers do is come up with a problem that has two solutions but they’re not both bad. Then, because they need the story to keep going, they have the character make the bad decision. This is major cheating and the audience will smell it a mile away. It’s like that scene in the horror movie where the girl is in her room, hears scary noises in the attic, and decides to go and have a look.


That’s not real, it’s a lie. If you construct your story on a lie, it’s hard, if not impossible, to come back from that. But if the same girl hears noises in the attic and her baby’s up there, you have a dilemma. Now you have an interesting situation. But please, come up with a true dilemma.


empathy


Conflict and empathy


Once you have your problem, you will need to make the story move forward, but here are some things to consider first.


First, everything that happens in a movie happens through conflict. This is crucial. Your job as a filmmaker is to make the life of your protagonist hell. The harder you make it, the better. Some people might say that it’s because we like to watch others suffer, and there’s a level of truth to that. We do love a train wreck. But there’s also a more technical reason: The audience must feel the emotion of empathy toward the protagonist.


Empathy enables you to understand what the person is going through. It is a much stronger emotion than, say, sympathy, because you can feel it toward somebody you don’t really like. In the movies, this happens all the time. We feel empathy for characters who under normal circumstances we would despise. Tony Soprano is a great example of this. We empathize with him from episode one of The Sopranos even though he’s a criminal and a murderer. We even feel empathy toward Hannibal Lecter!


The first tool you have for creating empathy is to make the life of the protagonist hard. As the audience sees them struggling with the iniquities of life, they relate, because ultimately we all feel like the world arrays itself against us. Life conspiring to keep us down is part of the human condition.


As humans, we all know we are swiftly traveling toward our end. It’s the great unfair truth of existence, and suffering is a natural reaction to this realization. So we feel a kind of kinship toward a person who’s suffering, because we ourselves suffer. It’s only human.
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So pressure, pressure, pressure! Hardship, hardship, hardship! The more, the better. Then you hit them with a good dilemma, and you’re well on your way.


Decision


The scene with the dilemma is called the inciting incident. There are many other names for it, like plot point one, but I prefer inciting incident. From this point, you have to move the story forward. How do you do it? This is one of the most difficult things to teach. Students seem to get it and then forget it. We all do. I can sometimes trace problems I might be having with a script back to forgetting about this component.


One way to move the story forward is to have the character make a choice. Unsurprisingly, this is known as decision, and it is simple—the character makes a choice. You want a protagonist who has an object of desire, which emerges from the first decision, the one they make at the dilemma. After making that first decision, the character continues to try to get what they want.


expectation



For example, a guy walks into an ice-cream store. He wants both vanilla and chocolate ice cream. However, he only has enough money for one. Dilemma.


He must make a decision as to what to do, so he reaches into his pants and pulls out a gun—he has decided he’s going to rob the place. He demands a cone with both vanilla and chocolate ice cream. “Go ahead…make my day.”


When the character makes a choice, it moves the story forward. Now, whenever they make a choice, they have an expectation of what that choice will bring. You must deny them that expectation, and you have to keep denying it, perhaps until the end of the story.


So our ice-cream bandit wants both vanilla and chocolate, and he pulls out a gun to get them. He expects to get them, but you can’t allow that. Robert McKee calls this the gap of expectation. It must remain open.


Revelation


The second way in which you can move the story forward is revelation. As the ice-cream bandit is looking down the barrel of his loaded gun, he notices something strange about the clerk at the ice-cream store. It turns out that the clerk is a girl who went to grade school with him. His first love. They had kissed once and then he had moved away. They haven’t seen each other in 20 years. She recognizes him, too, and after they have said their hellos, the clerk gives your protagonist what he wanted, a cone with both vanilla and chocolate ice cream. That’s revelation. You change the circumstances and move the story forward in that way.
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revelation



Your protagonist is still enjoying his double cone of goodness as the police put him in the cruiser. He and the clerk make gooey eyes at each other as the police take him away. End of movie.


Silly? Maybe, but absolutely Classical Design. If you wanted to continue this story, the characters would have to continue to make choices or you would have to set up a few more revelations. Then the scenes can keep moving forward. You would also have to give the characters a new object of desire. He got his ice cream already, so something new must emerge. Perhaps the second half of the movie centers around her trying to break him out of jail. Then they go on a rampage robbing ice-cream stores. You could title it The Sugar Cone Bandits.
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