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For screenwriters everywhere





Prologue


 


Screenwriting is a fascinating process, but it requires talent, technical skill and tenacity. You must have all three to succeed in such a competitive industry. I can’t give you talent, but I can give you the technical skills you’ll need to produce a great script, and through its creation the confidence to market your work until you achieve success.


Remember that film is a visual medium, so when you write a screenplay think in pictures; pictures that tell a story through images that linger in the mind, through dialogue that’s believable and concise, and through creative description.


Many people start writing their screenplay from an initial (often great) idea, then flounder half way through. This reminds me of the story of the man who gets on a bus and when the conductor asks him where he’s going, he says, ‘I don’t know.’ The bus conductor answers: ‘Then you’ll never get there, mate.’ You need to know your destination.


As a writer and writing tutor, I realise how daunting writing a first (or even a fifth) script can be. This book will simplify the writing process by giving you clear, thought-provoking explanations, examples of good writing and exercises to help you consolidate everything you’ve learned. It will also tell you of websites where you can download hundreds of screenplays to accelerate that learning.


This book has been written to help you stand out from the crowd.




 


 


 


 


 


Alfred Hitchcock


 


‘What is drama, after all, but life with the dull bits cut out.’
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The Importance of Preparation


 



TEN POWERFUL QUESTIONS


Before you start writing your screenplay save yourself months – or even years – of frustration by answering these questions:


1.   What is your story about? (In a couple of sentences – see the discussion of loglines in Chapter 9.)


2.   What genre is it? (Comedy? Horror? Thriller? Drama? See the discussion of ‘Genre’ in Chapter 10.)


3.   What’s the mood of the film? For example, edgy/comic/mysterious/poignant/frightening, etc.


4.   What time period does the film cover? (A day, a month, a year, many years or centuries? Would it matter if you changed the time period?)


5.   Who is the main character? (The protagonist.) Who is opposing him or her? (The antagonist.)


6.   In what order are you going to tell your story? Sequentially, with one event linked to another in a sequence of time? Or are you going to jump back and forth in time through flashbacks? (Obviously, more complicated.)


7.   How many locations do you need to illustrate these time periods? Do you need them all? Why?


8.   What conflicts are there in your story? (What do your characters want? What obstacles are you going to give them?)


9.   How are your major characters going to overcome these obstacles to reach their goal?


10.  Do you have a subplot? (A minor plot which relates in some way to the main plot. Some scripts have more than one, but don’t make life too hard for yourself.)


To show you how effective these questions can be in writing an exciting, tight screenplay, I’m going to use this list to explore how I wrote my psychological thriller called White Witch.


1.   Richard, an attractive ex-painter, travels to a Jamaican sugar plantation in 1830 to escape his past, but finds life even more disturbing as the plantation is run by a beautiful obeah woman (white witch) who’s looking for a new lover. Richard is seduced by her, but eventually, he manages to find the courage to help the slaves and escape.


2.   This is a historical, psychological thriller.


3.   The mood is dark. (It could hardly be anything else with such a story.)


4.   The script covers a period of 20 years.


5.   The protagonist is Richard; the antagonist is the white witch and her obeahism.


6.   The story is not told sequentially. The script starts in 1856 when Richard is middle-aged and moves back to his life on the sugar plantation in the 1830s, then moves forward again.


7.   I used one location in the present (a lecture hall); one location in the past (Richard’s brother’s bedroom, where he’s burning); all the other scenes take place in Jamaica.


8.   There are numerous conflicts and twists in the story; Richard is desperately trying to escape the guilt he feels about his young brother’s death (first obstacle), but going to Jamaica makes his life far more complicated and dangerous (second obstacle). Two women fall in love/lust with him (many more obstacles). Richard is desperate to leave the plantation once he discovers the appalling things that happen there but, of course, the white witch stops him in numerous ways.


9.   Richard has to learn that he must change himself before he can help the slaves on the plantation. This will be the only way he will achieve any peace in his life and find a means to escape.


10.  I have a number of subplots which reflect back to the main plot through the themes of guilt, witchcraft and oppression of people.


As you will see from point number 8, Richard has a strong goal and a strong adversity in the white witch. It is vitally important for screenwriters to create a strong goal for their protagonist and to have one or more people (antagonists) who try to stop him from achieving that goal. It is also important that the audience identify with the hero for then they bond with him and engage with his struggle.



IDENTIFYING WITH THE HERO


One way to make an audience identify with the hero is to show a trauma in their past. My protagonist, an artist called Richard, feels incredible guilt because his young brother burned to death while he was painting and listening to music. He travels to Jamaica in an effort to forget the past but, of course, it travels with him. Once we know about Richard’s guilt, we become interested in him and concerned about his future.


Here’s another example of how the past can affect the present life of a character.


James is an overly cautious man, afraid to enjoy life. To stop the audience finding him irritating, we must show early in the script why he’s become so cautious. Here’s a way to do it: when James was 13 his father lost all the family money by gambling. His mother died and he and his alcoholic father lived in poverty until James left home. Consequently, we understand why he is frightened to take risks – they could lead to a similar disaster. This backstory makes us empathize with James so we want him to overcome his fears. Of course, we now escalate James’ problems by introducing a character (the antagonist) who challenges him so much that he is forced out of his caution to achieve something he never thought possible.


We also identify with people who are being unjustly treated. The theme of injustice has a universal appeal in all cultures (and has spawned many Hollywood films). Once we identify with people’s problems we are hooked; we worry about them and so must continue watching to see what happens to them. This worry creates tension, especially when we know that a character’s actions are likely to make life even more difficult for him.


Of course, as a writer, you must escalate the problems your protagonist faces so the audience can’t imagine how he can possibly get himself out of the terrible situation he finds himself in.



CREATING INTERESTING CHARACTERS


When you’re creating characters, think in contrasts: in age, gender, attitude and social status. This will help you create interesting people.


Answer these questions:


1.   Where were your characters born and when?


2.   Do they like the way they look?


3.   What are their parents like? If they are still alive, do they relate to them or not? If they don’t, why not?


4.   Were they well educated or not? Were they happy and popular in school or not? Why?


5.   What work do they do? Do they enjoy it or not?


6.   Do they have siblings? Do they get on with them? If not, why not?


7.   How do they dress? (Classic/casual/elegant/hippie, etc.)


8.   How do they speak? Have they got an unusual speech pattern? Do they interrupt people/listen carefully/only listen occasionally/speak spontaneously or after some thought? If none of these, how?


9.   How do they move? Are they awkward/confident/hesitant/graceful or none of these?


10.  What do they like about themselves? What do they dislike?


11.  What is their major character flaw? How are you going to use it in your plotting?


12.  Have they ever suffered a trauma in the past? How does this affect them now?


13.  Have they got a favourite place? (This could be a den in their house or a country.)


14.  What do they hate/love doing in their leisure time?


15.  How would you describe their personality?


16.  What do they really want? What are they prepared to do to get it?


17.  Are they active, i.e. do they have the energy to achieve their goal? (This doesn’t need to be physical energy – elderly characters may have a burning mental power that controls the people around them.)


To make us care about your characters, you must make them believable. There must be a consistency of action, dialogue and reaction with which we identify.


Audiences always want to know why someone behaves or acts or speaks in a certain way. As long as the writer shows the audience credible reasons, we will accept even villainous characters like Hannibal Lector. (Did you know that Hannibal’s sister was eaten by soldiers when he was a young boy?)




N.B. The bottom line for writing any character is credibility. It’s vital to know what motivates each character to create fascinating, flawed people.





 


EXERCISE




Write out character biographies of all your major characters. By writing biographies you will discover exactly how each character thinks, moves and acts, i.e. they will become three-dimensional.
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Outlines, Synopses and Treatments


 


A great deal of confusion exists about the meaning of these three terms, so I will explain them clearly and simply.



OUTLINES


An outline is like a very short story. You write it to crystallize what your story is about. It’s your map. It helps you clearly summarize your story. You write an outline so you can find the head and the heart of your story.


Often people start with a theme that suggests a universal truth such as: ‘power corrupts’; ‘love hurts’; ‘betrayal destroys’; ‘injustice should be fought’, etc.


The theme is what the film is ‘about’. If you can find a theme that is both interesting and universal, you are on the road to creating a great screenplay. Once you have your theme, start writing your outline, but remember this outline is personal; you don’t need to send it out to people (unlike the synopsis and treatment). People often use the word ‘outline’ when they really mean synopsis.




N.B. If you can’t write the outline, then you don’t know what your story is about. If this is the case, work on another idea.






STEP OUTLINES


The way to ensure that your idea has enough ‘legs’, i.e. enough dramatic tension, suspense and an interesting plot, is to write a step outline of that idea. A step outline is basically a scene-by-scene breakdown of your story. You don’t usually send a step outline out – it’s a tool to help you structure your script.


Of course, many people don’t want to do this because this is where most of the work is done – it’s much more exciting to start writing the script immediately. The problem with such spontaneity is that your idea is likely to disappear as you slump into confused despondency. As I mentioned in Chapter 1, all the preparation you do before you write will stop you from burning out halfway through your script because you have no idea where it’s going.



WRITING A STEP OUTLINE


The golden rule when writing step outlines: if a scene doesn’t inform us about the characters or drive the story along in some way then it shouldn’t be there.


When writing a step outline list each scene in your future screenplay, describing what takes place in it. This allows you to see how the structure of the film is working. It also gives you an opportunity to start cutting unnecessary details before you begin. A good step outline is like the skeleton of your script; if it’s strong, it will support 110 pages of writing.


For example, say you’re going to write about a jazz singer who discovers her boyfriend is having an affair with a dancer (the theme of ‘love hurts’). You want to hook the audience immediately so you write as follows:


1.   Carl’s bedroom. Bella shimmies into the room to find her rival Sonia in bed with her man. She yanks Sonia out of the bed and hits her across the face. Carl is livid.


2.   Nightclub. Bella sings to an appreciative audience. From the back of the room Carl watches her. He blows her a kiss.


3.   Street. Carl leaves the club. Alone.


4.   Nightclub. On stage Bella looks panic-stricken by Carl’s sudden disappearance. She stops halfway through a number and marches off the stage. The audience is stunned.


You continue writing like this until you have mapped out every scene.


Making changes


However, remember that this step outline isn’t final. As you write the script, your scenes will change. Then why bother writing one, I hear you cry? Because a step outline will show you clearly where the flaws in your characterization and plotting occur. You can move scenes around to see how different your script could become.


Let’s do that with the above ‘steps’. How would our reaction to Bella change if I opened the script with the second scene? For a start, we wouldn’t know she’s a very jealous woman. All we’d see is a good singer and a man who obviously fancies her. Of course, if you leave the scenes as they are, you intrigue the audience by what you’ve left out. What happened between scenes 1 and 2? Why is Carl blowing her a kiss after she hit his new lover? Why did he then walk out? It opens up a lot of possibilities for the writer to explore.


Exploration is the key to writing a step outline. Many writers write their step outlines on index cards and move them about until they get the ‘shape’ they want. Experiment to find a method that works for you, but remember – your characters should drive the plot, so show how they develop and grow.



INTRODUCING A SUBPLOT


Now is the time to think about your subplot. A good subplot should add depth to your main plot and main character; it should relate to main story line and show an added dimension to the main character. The subplot allows us to see the personal lives of our characters: their hopes, fears and flaws. The subplot is where your character changes. Once you know the big emotional conflict which your protagonist will be forced to resolve, or the theme of your screenplay, you can create subplots which illustrate different aspects and potential outcomes. That way you will be digging deeper into the story, rather than grafting on unrelated subplots from the outside.




Remember this when you’re writing your step outline.






WHAT IS A SYNOPSIS?


A synopsis is often confused with an outline because it is also a summary of your story. But a synopsis is a selling tool, and as such it should be concise and intriguing enough to get an agent or producer eager to read your script. I always edit my synopses down to one page as busy people have little time.


Make sure when writing your synopsis that the ‘hero’ (protagonist), and ‘villain’ (antagonist) are clearly defined. Briefly, show how the plot develops, how it complicates and how it’s resolved. To write a good synopsis you need to know how your story ends (see below).
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