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Complete Screenwriting Course


Charles Harris




For Elaine




‘There’s nothing more important in making movies than the screenplay.’


Richard Attenborough


‘Do something for me – that idea you have, that script you want to start, that film you want to make, go and do it. Whatever you do, do it. Now.’


Elliot Grove, Raindance Film Festival
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How to use this book
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In 1981 only 24 films were made in the UK and almost all TV drama was produced in-house. Now, over 250 movies are made in the UK each year, an increase of over 1,000 per cent. Over 5,000 are produced worldwide, and independent TV production is also blossoming. Yet how many of those movies, dramas and series do you remember? How many did you see? How many more screenplays were written yet never made?


At their most powerful, cinema and television have the ability to move us, to change us, to reflect the world back to us or take us to new worlds. They draw us in, engage us deeply for two hours, or two minutes, or many years. At the heart of all these experiences lies a screenplay. Except for a few (very few) entirely improvised dramas, every great movie and TV programme was born as words on a page.





If you’re like me, one day you decided to write a story for the screen, whether that screen was in a cinema, on TV or DVD, or even a computer or mobile phone. Perhaps you started by loving and admiring certain films or TV programmes. You thought, this doesn’t seem too difficult: 90 or so pages equal 90 or so minutes of screen time and (compared to a novel or play) relatively few words.


Then you found it wasn’t so easy. The blank page glared back at you. Those few words felt inadequate, weak. When you did manage to complete a script, it was rejected with hardly a word of explanation. You began to look for rules to help you; a template to follow; a path through the wilderness; a way to beat the competition.


When I was starting, I had the luck to make friends with a group of other wannabes, and we formed what turned out to be the first scriptwriters’ workshop in the world, London Screenwriters’ Workshop. At that time we had no books expounding ideas about the three acts or heroes’ journeys. We had to find our own way and teach ourselves. We still exist, as Euroscript, and are still made up of people who work in the industry, helping writers improve. I, myself, have continued to write, direct and produce for TV, cinema and theatre, and have won international awards. I have worked with hundreds, if not thousands, of writers, directors and producers, learning from some and guiding others, including screenwriters from all over the world. In the process, I have developed a range of very practical techniques and exercises for helping writers find their stories, and their individual voice, many of which are in this book.
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Tim Bevan, co-director, Working Title Films










‘One of the beauties of what I do is that there are very few businesses where you’ve been in it for 25–30 years, and at the top of your game, where you’re still properly learning something new, every time.’
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What this book gives you


I’m guessing you picked this book up because you, too, want to learn to write better screen stories. Maybe you have never written anything before. Or you tried and now you want to improve. Or you have tasted success and realize, as we did, that you never stop learning and improving. Or it could be that you love watching cinema and TV and simply want to learn more about the strange and wonderful craft on which it all relies.


You can use this book in many ways – as a primer to get you started; as a road map that you can work through step by step, ending up with a completed, marketable script; as a reference work to dip into when you have specific problems to address. You will also learn methods for breaking the rules and getting away with it, because you will need to do that, too.


This book will give you professional techniques that work in real-life writing situations, time and time again, and can be relied on. These are methods which can release your imagination, not lock it in.


Here is an outline of what you can expect:
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Snapshot – a short exercise to draw your attention to some concept or technique
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Write – a longer exercise where you are invited to write a page or two related to the topic of the chapter
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Edit – a chance to rework and strengthen a piece of your own work
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Workshop – see below for a detailed explanation of this end-of-chapter exercise
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Key quote – what screenwriters and others have had to say about a topic
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Key idea – the most important element to grasp
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Focus point – advice to take forward and apply to what you write


Where to next? – outlines what we’re going to cover in the next chapter.


What this book doesn’t give you


What this book will not give you is a one-size-fits-all formula that you can apply without using your brain. Nor does it get you out of the job of doing the writing.


I won’t tell you to write a particular kind or script. To write well you should be true to your writer’s voice. But first you need to discover what that voice is. It may grow out of the kinds of films and TV programmes you like to watch – or it may be surprisingly different.


The way to find your voice is to write – to develop an idea, create a script and edit it. And then to do it a second time, and a third. Write until a pattern begins to emerge, a style, something that is different, original and yet truthful. You.
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Key idea










An artist needs luck, skill and effort.
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Any good artist needs luck – whether you call it inspiration, the Muse, or simply ideas. There is an element of something magical and unpredictable that can’t be reduced to rules. No book can give you that magic. However, to develop the magic (often to find the magic in the first place) takes skill and effort. You need to master a number of important tools and techniques. Indeed, you need to become so skilled that you can use them without thinking.


A carpenter becomes unconsciously adept at using his tools in order to focus on the wood. A composer becomes instinctively able to manipulate sound in order to concentrate on making music. In the same way, you need to become unconsciously adept at structure, character, dialogue and the other tools of the screenwriter’s trade.


The way to become instinctively adept at a skill is to use it, frequently and energetically. Preferably with good guidance and feedback.
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Key idea










The way to become adept at a skill is to use it again and again with good guidance, so that it becomes instinctive.
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The screenwriting road map


Writers work in many different ways. Some like to start with a central idea, maybe a single sentence, and build on it, writing a treatment or synopsis, and then a first draft script. Others start writing without any idea of where they are going and discover the shape when they edit the results. Yet others will mix and match – planning roughly but not in so much detail as to cramp their imagination.


If you read this book from start to end, it will lead you step by step through the process of writing for cinema or TV, single drama or series, from planning to selling. However, maps are just maps, and all journeys have variations, so I’ll also be showing you how to vary the route to suit your individual needs.


You can also use this book to dive in and start writing by the seat of your pants, or even to jump to a chapter that covers a particular problem you want to solve.
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Focus point










You can use this book to write a script from start to finish, or vary the route to suit your needs.
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There is much energy devoted to structure in screenwriting literature, and probably rather more heat than light. There are fierce supporters of three-act structure, who trace the ideas back to classical Greek tragedy and Aristotle, and they include many producers and script executives who will judge your work by three-act standards. And there are equally fierce opponents, who insist that writing in three acts will destroy your talent. I examine both sides and show you how to get the best of both worlds (later we’ll look at how you can abandon three acts altogether if you so wish).


Great screenplays vary from the Hollywood rollercoasters of a Joe Eszterhas to the intelligent humour of a Tom Stoppard or the indie thoughtfulness of a John Sayles, from the edgy crime satire of Vince Gilligan’s Breaking Bad to the offbeat horror of Fabrice Gobert’s series Les Revenants (The Returned), from the emotional fizz of Bollywood to the contemplative stillness of the Japanese master Ozu.


You’ll learn how to work within the rules, if that’s what you wish. You’ll learn how to use GOATS to strengthen every aspect of your script, how to develop an involving Character Constellation and a powerful Obstacle Chain to underpin your storytelling. And if you wish, you’ll also learn how to write unconventional scripts, with unusual characters, scenes, dialogue and visuals.


Then, I’ll show you what you need to get your script to market. How to find producers for film and for TV. How to pitch effectively. How to build your career and what you can look forward to when you succeed.


The book ends with appendices of useful information, including a glossary of technical terms you’ll come across, a list of useful books and websites to help you take your skills to the next level, and some suggested organizations and places to help you network.


Making it stick


Just as going to the gym gets you fit only if you do the workouts, so your writing muscles will develop only if you practise the skills. To this end, you’ll find a range of exercises you can use if you wish, to help you bed in the core ideas. Some are relatively short one-off exercises and others are a little more demanding. These are designed to allow you to build on what you’ve learned.


A useful method for speeding up your development is to keep a writer’s journal. Begin it when you start a new project, and record each day that you work on it. Use it to note down your initial ideas, thoughts, feelings, hopes and fears. Don’t hold back. Share (with yourself) all your doubts and difficulties as they arise – and the solutions that you find. Be brave and share, too, your immodest dreams of glorious success and the people who will be changed, challenged or amused by your story. In the dark days, when nothing seems to be working, you can turn to it to remind yourself why you started and how far you’ve come. And, at the end, you can look back to see what you have learned.


Writers don’t reward themselves enough for the hard work they do. It may be a long time before anyone else rewards you. Give yourself rewards along the way, large or small, to keep your energy high and focused.
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Focus point










Reward yourself as you go.
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In particular, reward good habits – completing a tough scene, writing on a day when you didn’t feel like it, or simply getting up early and facing a blank screen.


One word of warning: all writers crave certainty. We want to be sure that what we’re writing is good, effective, worth while. Some books make the process seem clear and certain. This is attractive, but misleading. From the inside, the journey often feels anything but clear. Indeed, I have come to believe that uncertainty is a valuable part of writing. Too much certainty can lead to a very dull, if slick, screenplay. A living screenplay comes from a process of discovery. A good writer learns to live with, indeed to welcome, uncertainty – to welcome the chance to explore.


The same applies to exercises. You may be uncertain as to whether they are taking you anywhere. Live with the uncertainty and go where the exercises take you. That way you will discover what you don’t expect.


We’ve all had the experience of going to a workshop, or reading a book, and rediscovering a tip or technique we’d forgotten. Wouldn’t it be better to remember it the first time?


If you want to retain new techniques or ideas, use them, preferably as soon as possible. One excellent method is to create a ‘Three ways’ list: each time you come to a new understanding, turn to the ‘Three ways’ pages at the end of this book and write down what you’ve just learned, in a sentence. Underneath add three simple, concrete actions that you can take, based on this new learning. (You can, of course, add more.)


For example, if ‘The way to find your voice is to write’ struck home, you might put down:


1  Schedule a fixed time to write every morning, starting Monday.


2  Practise at least one exercise a day, starting tomorrow lunchtime.


3  Mark the number of pages I complete each day on my calendar.


To be most effective, the three actions should be specific and should include the time or date that you’re going to perform them. At least one should be easy enough that you can be sure that you’ll do it. And if you reward yourself afterwards, that makes it even more likely that you’ll remember next time.


Technical terms will generally be defined the first time they appear. If you miss that definition or want to be reminded, most will be found in the glossary at the back of the book (and in the index of the paperback format).


Since writers (and directors, producers and agents) can be male or female, I’ve varied the pronouns I’ve used in a totally arbitrary manner. To try to combine them always as he or she or, worse, s/he would be too distracting. So I use he, she, they and you more or less at random. Blame the English language.


Using a workshop


Each chapter ends with a workshop exercise, which you can work through alone or in a group. I highly recommend joining a screenwriters’ workshop, if you want to progress rapidly. A good group will provide you with a support network and a source of helpful feedback to allow you to grow.


There are two kinds of screenwriters’ workshop: informal collections of equals, and more formal groups with an experienced writer or consultant in charge. In both, you each read one an other’s work (either beforehand or aloud during the workshop) or perform an exercise, and then comment in turn. If there’s a professional convenor, they will normally be the last to give their feedback before throwing the issues out for general discussion.


Most groups will meet regularly, sending out reading material in advance, and sharing any costs. A professional consultant will normally expect to be paid, although it’s rarely a great amount and often less than covers their time. A well-run group will also have clear rules as to how the time is divided and how much material can be submitted at a time, as well as rules about the importance of maintaining a constructive, supportive atmosphere.
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Key idea










A workshop, formal or informal, is an ideal way of combining a support network with a constructive focus group that helps everyone to grow.
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Look for a local group on the Internet, or through local film clubs and arts or adult education centres. If there isn’t one close to where you live, consider setting one up yourself. Send out a call for fellow screenwriters via Twitter, Facebook or LinkedIn, through local arts organizations or, in the UK, your nearest regional screen development agency.


In addition, Euroscript runs a regular development workshop in London and will also assist with advice on how to set up a group of your own, wherever you are. They also have consultants who can come out to groups in the UK or abroad, to help get things started and run a feedback session.
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Alan Parker: Urban Warrior










‘Many are prepared to suffer for their art, few are prepared to learn how to draw.’
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Where to next?






The world is filled with people who talk about writing, and never do anything about it. You’ve done something. At the very least, you’ve picked up this book. Now turn the page and we can get started.
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Getting into gear
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To write your script and allow your creative juices to flow, you will need four fundamental skills – skills which will form the basis of everything that follows. Think of them as four gears – as in driving a car. Most writing problems, such as writer’s block, come from using one of these skills at the wrong time, and most writing solutions start with choosing the right skill at the right time.





First gear: look in – imagine


Ideas can come from anywhere and everywhere. They surface unexpectedly and partly formed, born out of your feelings, memories, concerns, experiences, to make themselves available for use. And one of the primary jobs of a creative artist is to nourish the process and encourage it to bring us its unpredictable gifts.


Look in. Look inside yourself and see what there is to be seen. At times, this will be nothing. This doesn’t mean you give up. An amateur can afford to do nothing and wait for those golden moments. A professional sets about preparing the soil so that inspiration can grow.


THE ‘SEED IMAGE’


You may find it useful to start with the ‘seed’ of a picture, an image that somehow both stimulates your imagination further and sums up an idea that may become a script one day.
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Key idea










Writers start with pictures in their minds.
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The novelist Paul Scott tells of how an image once came to him: a woman was running down a road in India. This was his start. He became curious; he asked himself who she was, who she was running away from so urgently, where she might be running to. From this single image grew four books, the acclaimed series of novels known as the ‘Raj Quartet’, and a fourteen-part award-winning TV series, The Jewel in the Crown.


Seed images can also help when you take over an idea that comes from outside.


When I was commissioned to rewrite the script of a Portuguese epic, I found a vivid story based on a true-life struggle by a group of farmers against poverty and injustice. The events were dramatic and yet, initially, rather formless. I needed to find my way into the script.


The story opened in the dead of night. A young farmer was walking home, finding his way by the light of a small lantern along a mountain railway track. The image of that single lantern became my seed image. With its help, the screenplay followed a continuous movement, from fighting alone to strength in numbers – from a single lantern, to two lamps, to a burning warehouse, all the way to the climactic rising of the entire region.
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Ethan Coen, on Inside Llewyn Davis










‘One day Joel just said, “What about this? Here’s the beginning of a movie: Wouldn’t it be interesting, to start with a folk singer, specifically Dave Van Ronk, getting beaten up in the alleyway behind Gerde’s Folk City?”We thought about the scene, and then we thought, “Why would anyone beat up a folk singer?” So it became a matter of trying to come up with a screenplay, a movie that could fit around that and explain the incident.’
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LOOKING IN


Find a quiet place where you won’t be disturbed. It may help to close your eyes. Imagine that there is a screen in your mind and that you can put any image you like there – black and white or colour, still or movie, silent or sound.


Now think about the script you want to write. What pictures appear on the screen? If there are none, then invent some. Feel free to borrow from other films, from your own memories or from any other source.


When you have one or more pictures that satisfy and excite you, start to ask questions: where, what, who, why, how, when? What came before? What might come next? Do other pictures start to appear?


Try out other possible seed images until you have one you feel works best as the seed of your story. (Don’t worry if you’re not sure yet; you’ll be able to improve and enrich your pictures as you develop your ideas.)
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Focus point










Keep a notebook with you at all times – whether paper or electronic – to write down seed ideas, lines of dialogue that come to mind, intuitions. Refer to it later when looking for inspiration or guidance.
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RUNNING THE FILM IN YOUR HEAD


During the process of developing your ideas, you should constantly be adding new images.


See how movies often open with an appropriate mood shot – light glinting on water at night (The Usual Suspects), an actor applying a false moustache (Tootsie) – if you can find a strong mood image early on, you have your opening fixed and never have to face the terror of the blank first page. It is equally useful to have a rough image for the end – though you probably don’t as yet know how you are going to get there. You may have a sense of a picture: the two lovers parting; the young child finding his way home (you’ll work out the how and when later).


One useful habit is to run the film in your mind as it grows. The joy of ‘looking in’ is that your imagination can be fluid and flexible. Once your story is written down in more detail, it becomes more difficult to rearrange. When you are still in your mind, you can jump, shift and edit at will.
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Salman Rushdie, writer










‘The way you write a screenplay is that you close your eyes and run the movie in your head and then you write it down.’
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Run your story in your head…










Run your story in your imagination. Note those places where you already know many details and other points where your imagination goes fuzzy, maybe even leaps over important parts. That’s fine. You can go back over it later and see what’s missing.
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You’ll use the skill of ‘looking in’ throughout the writing process. If you find that you’re stuck with a scene, you can ask yourself the following questions:


•  Have you imagined it fully yet?


•  What could be added?


•  What could be subtracted?


As you develop your ideas, you’ll create notes, start to write down fragments of action and dialogue that come to you, perhaps even whole scenes.


However, you will find that there is a limit to what you can create through imagination alone. Some gaps can’t be filled. Some pictures just don’t come.


What you need now is to ‘look out’ …


Second gear: look out – observe


The well of your imagination constantly needs refreshing – and that refreshment comes from outside.


It’s a myth that great creative geniuses work by plucking ideas from nowhere. The images that come to you, however bizarre and strange, grew out of your life, your memories, your hopes and fears. Even Shakespeare invented the plots of only two of his plays. The rest were adaptations. His characters, his language and his ideas were deeply rooted in the world he lived in.
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Key idea










Writers observe.
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Start by watching how people really behave – as opposed to how they do it in books and films. Fill your notebook with what you see around you, describing:


•  interesting characters


•  actions


•  patterns of speech


•  locations


•  anything and anyone that may help fuel ideas as your scripts progress.


For example, note actions and gestures that betray what people are really thinking and feeling – these will be valuable in developing character and freshening descriptions of action. And listen to how people really speak: the way they express themselves, their rhythms and their verbal tics.


RESEARCHING YOUR STORY


Whatever your subject, your script will gain from research into the world of your story, the characters, their jobs, beliefs and so on. It doesn’t have to be heavy or boring – keep it light and fun to do. Obviously, you’ll want to research a story that’s set in a period or social world that is far from your own. However, don’t underestimate the value of careful observation, even of a world you know well, to bring out freshness and avoid easy clichés. And sometimes the smallest detail can stimulate your imagination or add a sense of credibility to a scene.


In our modern society, there is little excuse for not researching – we can draw on bookshops, libraries, TV, cinema, radio, plays, museums, galleries, newspapers, magazines and, of course, the Internet. Nowadays there are also powerful programs and apps that will help you quickly clip and store a wide range of material on your computer, tablet or phone (see the Resources section for useful software).
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Looking out










Consider the world of your story. What do you already know and what more might you need?


List areas you wish to explore (such as locations, social forces, beliefs, characters) and possible sources of information (experts, websites, Facebook, Twitter, books, newspaper archives).


Begin your research. As you read/watch/listen, jot down any thoughts that come to you –not solely the substance of the research but also any ideas that spark scenes, characters, lines of dialogue. Keep it light and enjoyable.


When you’ve finished, write a very rough draft scene. Try not to refer to your research directly in the scene, but allow it to add a flavour or subtext to what happens between the characters.
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RESEARCHING WITH PEOPLE


Nothing is quite as powerful as talking to real people … from police officers and nurses to footballers, divorced couples, stage magicians or astronauts.


This may sound daunting, but most people, if approached in a friendly and open manner, are more than happy to talk about their area of expertise. Lawyers and police can provide valuable insights into the minds of the criminals they deal with. Universities contain experts in all kinds of fields. Other experts can be found through their blogs, newspaper articles or books.


Approach sources with care and politeness. If it is a large organization, use the press office to help you make contact with the right person. Stress that you are looking for deep background. Explain that you don’t want to expose personal matters, but to ensure that your story is accurately based.


Some people will not want to be involved. Accept their wishes politely and move on. Others will go beyond the call of duty to help you. I have visited a secret weapons factory, been offered a 100-mph ambulance drive with lights and sirens, shadowed a prosecution lawyer, discussed the ins and outs of life in a rock band, and toured a gangland front-line with a policeman who pointed out all the local hoods. Many of my sources have been remarkably open and generous in helping me solve plot problems and suggesting new twists.


This leads to another benefit of research meetings – you’ll find yourself running your early plot ideas past a number of people who know your story world, and gaining from their feedback.


ENJOY


Looking out doesn’t only mean conventional research. It includes everything that will add to your skillset, from studying how other screenwriters work, perhaps by reading and listening to their interviews and biographies, to reading books on screenwriting (such as this one).


In the early stages, follow anything that stimulates your writer’s mind. Learn about visual storytelling from art galleries; structure and character from football matches; dialogue from sitting in a coffee shop and eavesdropping.


It can be good to follow your instincts. An apparent detour into Arctic plant life or African music may turn up later as a line of dialogue or an unexpected character insight. Or maybe it’s a sign that you need to give yourself a break.


But beware! Don’t let the joys of research become a way of putting off the inevitable. Because at some point you have to sit down and write …
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Nora Ephron, screenwriter










‘I don’t care who you are. When you sit down to write the first page of your screenplay, in your head, you’re also writing your Oscar acceptance speech.’
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Third gear: look forward – create


All the imagination and observation in the world ultimately mean nothing for your script without words on a page.


Writers write … frequently, voraciously, quickly, slowly, when inspired, and when not in the mood at all. An amateur waits for inspiration; a professional gets on with the job and writes.
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Key idea










Writers write. Amateurs wait. Professionals get on with it.
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Don’t confuse writing with the next skill – editing. Most books about ‘writing’ aren’t actually about the act of writing at all, but about editing, about getting it right.


However, putting the words on the page is not the time for getting it right. If you try to judge your work as you write it, you will wrestle yourself to a halt. It is the quickest way to give yourself writer’s block. And the quickest way to solve writer’s block is to write … anything, good, bad, indifferent … without judgement.
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Focus point










Don’t get it right – get it written!
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This is first draft writing – and there is no good or bad in a first draft. The sole job of a first draft is to give you something to edit in the second.


The novelist Stephen King talks about how he creates his first drafts ‘with the study door closed’ – that is, with his critical mind deliberately left outside – and his second draft ‘with the study door open’.


In fact, it is impossible to judge whether something is right or wrong while you are in the process of writing it. Your inner writer and your inner critic simply can’t work properly at the same time. That passage that you are sure is brilliant when you write it may well look terrible the next day. Conversely, the scene you are convinced is terrible may turn out to be one of the best you’ve ever written.


The inner critic is the part of you that deals with abstract ideas. It is good at analysing problems, but not so good at coming up with creative solutions. Writers who focus too much on analysis are great at editing, but tend to create dry and flat scripts without the energy and detail that bring good writing to life.


By contrast, your creative mind has little interest in abstract thoughts. It loves to get lost in the moment and to relish the words for their own sake. If you have ever come out of a session of writing (or any other activity) with a slightly woozy sense of waking up and ‘coming back’ to the world, then you were sunk in creative mind work.


The best way to strengthen your creative mind is speed-writing.
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Jack London, novelist










‘You can’t wait for inspiration. You have to go after it with a club.’
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Speed-write










To develop your creative fluency, set aside a regular period of time every day. It doesn’t have to be long – ten minutes a day is ideal. Ensure that you won’t be interrupted. Turn off your phone. Now take a notepad or open a file on your computer and write non-stop … no editing, no going back, no rereading. Just keep putting down words.


During that ten minutes it doesn’t matter what you write. Describe what you can see and hear, write down what you had for breakfast, boast, complain … anything. If you can’t think of anything to write, then write ‘I can’t think of anything to write’ over and over again, until something else comes.


The point is to practise ignoring that little critical voice in your head. At first this may not seem easy, but after a while you’ll find that you can. Your inner critic won’t understand what you’re doing. It may even tell you that this exercise is stupid, a waste of time. It will try anything it can to distract you, but soon you’ll get so engrossed in some detail of the shape of a rose or the sound of a train stopping that it will fade away for a few moments.


If it comes back before the set period is up, then politely ask it to step aside again until the ten minutes is over.
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Seamus Heaney, poet










‘The gift of writing is to be self-forgetful … to get a surge of inner life or inner supply or unexpected sense of empowerment, to be afloat, to be out of yourself.’
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Practice is the key to trusting your writing mind. With experience, you’ll grow to recognize the moments when your inner critic returns. You might, for example, find yourself doubting that you are any good, or that you have chosen the right scene to work on, or that you are writing fast enough, or slowly enough, or a myriad other concerns that your analytical inner critic may come up with. It likes to think that it should always be in charge, but you will learn to trust your creative mind and gently ask the critical voice to withdraw for a while, so that you can continue to create.


The good thing is that the louder and more insistent your inner critic, the more you can relax and create, confident that it will be there when you need it. For that’s when you open the study door, and look at what you’ve got …


Fourth gear: look back – edit


That critical voice, which you asked to step back earlier, now takes centre stage. However, it must be a constructive critic if it’s to be of use.


Most developing writers are their own strongest critics. Some criticism, however, can be negative and destructive. Constructive criticism is different. A constructive critic starts from the position of wanting to help. You need to work constructively with your inner critic to make your screenplay the best it can be. Finding a flaw in your writing is painful, but essential if you want to make it better. It’s easy to feel a failure when something doesn’t work, but almost all problems can be solved with time and patience. The experienced writer learns to welcome the feedback and turn the painful feeling into a positive determination to improve.


READ, READ, READ


The first way to sharpen your editing skills is to read. Just as a novelist needs to read novels and a painter needs to study paintings, if you want to improve, you absolutely must read as many scripts as you possibly can.
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Key idea










Writers read – voraciously.
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Read screenplays of movies and TV programmes you’ve seen and of those you haven’t seen, especially those you haven’t. Because this is what you will be doing with your own work: you will need to read and analyse it before you see a single frame on screen.


Scripts can be found in a number of ways. They are published in book form, sold as original scripts and available (often for free) on the Internet (see Resources). You can also join online sites where you read unproduced scripts. Often you can give feedback in exchange for feedback on your own – this is an invaluable way to strengthen your critical muscles.


It’s easier to find movie scripts than TV scripts, but the situation is improving, and some genres are more widely featured than others. Also, many screenplays will not be laid out correctly (see Appendix 2) and some are ‘post-production’ scripts, transcribed by fans or academics after the film was made. Nevertheless, any script you read will teach you something.
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Howard Jacobson, novelist










‘To teach them how to write, teach them how to read.’
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STRENGTHENING YOUR EDITING MUSCLES


Other ways to sharpen your critical mind include reading biographies of writers and film-makers, as well as interviews, articles, reviews and essays. Books on other kinds of writing will also bring new perspectives. A good writer can make you more sharply aware of possibilities and pitfalls that may not be immediately obvious on the page.


Feedback on your work is essential. Paying a reputable script reader, or using a script-reading service, for reports on your scripts will be a wise investment. You will also gain enormously from joining a writers’ group, either face to face or online. You will learn not only from comments on your own work, but just as much from reading and commenting on the work of others.


What you are developing all this time is a gut feeling, a trust in your instinct that, combined with good technical knowledge, good feedback and good practice, will enable you to turn the rough diamond of a first draft into a polished gem.


However, ultimately there is no substitute for learning by doing. This is where you will really welcome having a strong inner critic. Most people tinker when they edit. They trim a little here, polish a little there, but never pluck up the courage to make serious changes. Don’t tinker – be bold.


You will learn to become a better editor by editing – by seeing what happens when you remove a page of dialogue, halve the length of a scene, add a character, find a better location, cut an entire subplot. All the advice in the world cannot replace the feeling you get when you remove a piece of writing you’ve been hanging on to, and the whole script suddenly works better. Learn from experience.
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Key idea










Writers edit, and edit, and edit again …
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Using the four gears


With practice, you’ll become adept at shifting smoothly and neatly from one gear to another, so quickly and instinctively that you hardly notice the change.


As you start to develop your ideas, spend time visualizing your story and characters. Alternate that with a little research, as much as you feel comfortable with. Read up on the setting and background.


Keep speed-writing on a regular basis. Create a pile of fragments that might lead somewhere or might not. Jot down lines of dialogue and action as they come to you. Start describing characters, locations and situations. Dive into a few scenes that feel ‘hot’ and improvise, like an actor or jazz musician in rehearsal.





	

Workshop





	

Read the script of a film or TV programme that you haven’t seen. Read it through from start to finish without stopping.


  1  Discuss it in the workshop. What strikes you? What works and what doesn’t work? Why do you think that is?


  2  Jot down a brief synopsis, say a half-page to a page. How does it start? What is the main story? How does it end? Why did the writer make those decisions and not others? Could you see it in your mind as you read?


  3  Finally, ask how you might have written it differently. (Note that I said ‘differently’, which is not necessarily ‘better’. This is your chance to develop your individual voice. Maybe you’d have focused more on the woman in the story, or would never have thought of the twist at the end.)




	If you can get hold of the finished movie/programme, watch it now. How has it changed? How much is it the same? What have you learned? How can you put what you’ve learned into your own writing?





	

Where to next?






If you have an idea and want to dive straight in and write a first draft without rules or preconceptions, jump straight to Chapter 15 now, and come back afterwards to edit. Otherwise, in the next chapter, it will be time to begin creating the premise – deciding which of the many images and ideas might make a good starting point for your first, or next, screen story.
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Finding your spark – the premise
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I’m going to assume, for simplicity, that you are starting from scratch. Maybe you’re searching for ideas. Or you already have a few ideas and want to know how best to develop them further. However, this chapter will work equally well if you’ve already gone away and written a draft.


Wherever you are with your script, at some point you need to be clear on its central dramatic idea – its premise.





The spark
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Woody Allen, in Annie Hall










‘Right now it’s only a notion, but I think I can get money to turn it into a concept, and then later turn it into an idea.’
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The best premise contains what writer and script consultant Linda Aronson calls the ‘spark’. It’s almost impossible to define, but you can see it in other people’s reactions. When you tell them your premise, their eyes light up. If their eyes don’t light up, you haven’t got a spark yet, or else you haven’t articulated it well enough to your listener. Be prepared for the fact that the spark might come to you as a surprise. What excites your listener might be something you’ve barely noticed. Do, though, be careful to double-check your spark on a number of people.


The spark has nothing to do with money, big stars or special effects. The spark could be there in a low-budget independent road movie about a illiterate boy who befriends a cantankerous Brazilian letter writer (Central Station), a TV sitcom about a perennially angry hotel keeper (Fawlty Towers) or the true story of a black violinist falsely imprisoned as a slave (12 Years a Slave). It’s also not a question of high art or low culture, commercial or not commercial. You could find the spark in a pirate adventure story or a dark exploration of the nature of love.


It’s an indefinable something that says: This could work on screen.


You can’t legislate for the spark and there are no formulae. However, there are ways to keep building, playing and experimenting until it catches fire and you get that kick in the gut that says you might be on to something.


This premise will also help form the basis of your pitch, when you come to sell the screenplay later (see Chapter 27).
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Naomi De Pear, Head of Development, Kudos TV










‘I want to feel the writer can’t put down what or who they’re writing about. The more unputdownable the better.’
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Creating the premise


A good premise gives you a sense of focus and direction. It saves editing time and gives you a certain confidence that your script might eventually work.


A premise can often grow out of the question ‘What if?’ What if a high-flying businessman fell in love with a prostitute? (Pretty Woman). What if the dead began to return to a small French alpine town? (The Returned).


•  The premise of Skyfall is that James Bond has to save MI6 from being destroyed by a lethal and brilliant insider.


•  The premise of Her is that a man falls in love with his computer’s operating system.


•  The premise of Friends is the lives, loves and personal complications of six young friends struggling to survive in Manhattan.


•  The premise of Borgen is that the leader of a minority party in Denmark unexpectedly finds herself Prime Minister.
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Seeing the spark










Write down the premise for each of your favourite films or TV series. Keep it as short as possible. What’s the core idea that makes each come to life? What’s the spark?
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Anne McCaffrey, writer










‘Tell the readers a story! Because without a story, you are merely using words to prove you can string them together in logical sentences.’
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GOATS


To help find your spark, let me introduce you to my GOATS.


These adventurous animals will help you in 99.9 per cent of difficult writing situations. They will help you solve questions of plot and character development, dialogue editing and visuals. If you keep using them, you’ll learn to work with them naturally and unconsciously. And, of course, they will help you create your premise.


I like them because they are memorable, simple and practical. The acronym may sound simplistic, but if you remember it you are more likely to use it. GOATS stands for the five most important ideas in all story writing:


•  Goal


•  Obstacle


•  Action


•  Tactics


•  Stakes.


1 GOAL


A story can begin only when a character has a goal. It doesn’t matter how big or small that goal is, as long as it’s important to her. The goal could be as large as saving the world or as small as getting home, buying a sandwich or crossing the road.


For us, it must also be capable of being filmed. While a novel can take place inside a character’s head, a screen story goal must exist in the visible, outside world.


Some stories are very internal. The focus of the main character is on growing up, becoming a better person or dealing with their inner issues. However, even then you have to find a goal that can be seen. For example, in the coming-of-age movie Stand by Me, the central character’s inner struggle to grow up is dramatized through a visible outer goal – to find a dead body.


As we’ll see, this need to develop outer goals comes up constantly. It applies to a whole story, an individual scene or even a moment within a scene, such as a line of dialogue.
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Key idea










Every story needs a goal. A screen story needs a visible, outer goal.
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In the premise I gave above for Skyfall, the outer goal is clearly stated: to save MI6. The outer goal for Theodore Twombly in Her is implied rather than spelled out: to spend his life with the object of his love.


A series may have an overall series goal, and also individual goals for each episode.


The series goal for the characters in Friends is to find success and happiness in New York, while individual episodes bring secondary goals – to start or end a relationship, get a job, persuade Chandler to give up smoking again … For Borgen, the overarching goal of the Prime Minister, Birgitte Nyborg, is to run her government, while an episode sub-goal might be to win a vote in the Danish Parliament, manage a difficult colleague or spend promised time with her family.
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Ray Bradbury, novelist










‘First, find out what your hero wants, then just follow him!’
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Find your character’s goal










Write down your protagonist’s outer goals, large and small. Which of these is her primary goal, the goal that will drive the film, series or episode?


(Keep any lesser goals to one side. They could be useful later, to add conflict and texture to the story.)
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Focus point: Do I have the right goal?










If you find listeners don’t respond to your premise, or feel it lacks focus, this may mean you haven’t yet found the main goal. Your protagonist’s overall goal sharpens the story and gives it direction. You may find that your premise does a lot of setting up, creates a strong sense of the situation your protagonist is in, but not what she sets out to do.


If your goal is too general or vague, we won’t be able to see your story in our minds. Make it specific so we can see it.
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First attempts at a premise often focus on the set-up rather than the story. Leap over the set-up and go straight to the goal that energizes the piece. Maybe she’s short of money. You spend time explaining all her money problems and that she has decided to go and get the money she needs. This is only part of her goal. To focus the story, we need to know how specifically she commits to getting it. Does she set out to rob a bank? Teach school kids to play rock music? Win the local karate competition?


For example, in pitching Lincoln you might make the mistake of describing the background to the Civil War, the need to abolish slavery and so on. Instead, you have to jump straight to Abraham Lincoln’s goal of forcing his amendment to ban slavery through Congress, before peace comes and it’s too late.


Another possible reason for lack of clarity could be that you have more than one protagonist. You need to find the goal that all your protagonists have in common. If they are all fighting for a common cause, this will be easy – in Seven Samurai, the seven warriors are united in saving the village from the bandits. However, the common goal may be a thematic one. In Paul Haggis’s 2004 movie Crash there are 13 protagonists, each with their own individual outer goals. But, if you step back, you see that they are all, in their different ways, trying to survive the racial tensions that divide the city of Los Angeles.
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Key idea










To find clarity, jump ahead or stand back to see the goal that runs through the whole story.
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2 OBSTACLE


A goal on its own is not enough to create a story. If I want to save MI6 and nothing stops me, my story is both rather short and rather boring. I need obstacles.
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Key idea










A story is only as powerful as the obstacles standing in the protagonist’s way.
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One of the tests of a good writer is her ability not simply to come up with obstacles, but to find the right obstacles – obstacles that create the right mood or emotion, obstacles that lead to the most useful action. If you want to improve fast, you must become sophisticated at creating all kinds of obstacles, large and small.


Initially, you’ll need large obstacles for the premise of your story. The best premise obstacles are those which seem impossible to overcome.


•  In Skyfall, the obstacle to saving MI6 is the extraordinarily clever and lethal cyberterrorist Raoul Silva.


•  The obstacle for Theodore in Her is that Samantha, his operating system, has her own ideas and needs.


•  In Friends, the issue is even more complicated, as the six main characters become obstacles to one another. This varies from episode to episode, depending on who is dating who. As the series continues, opposing characters become allies, and allies change sides. This is typical of stories involving love, friendship and romance, and is part of the fascination of romantic stories in general.


•  In Borgen, Birgitte Nyborg must face down the leaders of the larger, more powerful parties.
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Key idea










Obstacles are a writer’s best friend.
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Pinpoint the biggest obstacle










Write down the obstacles that face your central character. Focus on the largest and most consistent. Is it visible (in the outer world) and almost impossible to defeat? If not, can you find an obstacle that is?
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Focus point










Do you have a strong enough obstacle? Some premises grab your attention immediately; others need more energy. One way to add energy to an idea is to increase the obstacles and the stakes.
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Look again at the main obstacles facing your central character. They may not be large enough. They should be so challenging that overcoming them seems almost impossible (though not so impossible that the story loses credibility). They may also be too unfocused. A series of vague or wide-ranging obstacles can be less effective. In such a case, you should consider concentrating the main obstacles into one antagonist.


If you were developing Lincoln, you might have such a problem in the early stages. There were many opponents to abolition, but a hundred or a thousand opponents make for bad drama. You would look to focusing the opposition into a much smaller number of especially formidable politicians.
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Key idea










To add energy and pace, ramp up the obstacles.
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3 ACTION


The prime energy of a story comes from watching the protagonist take purposeful action to overcome the obstacles that face him. In screenwriting, the word ‘action’ has this very specific meaning: an attempt to overcome an obstacle. Any action that does not have this purpose behind it is not action in the dramatic sense – it is activity. (Later, we’ll develop this in more depth when we look at the Act Two Project, in Chapter 8.)


This is a mistake many developing screenwriters make. Instead of purposeful action, they give their characters activity. I hear a great many pitches from writers, and far too many of them are based on premises that don’t have enough purposeful action in them. The characters are passive. They fail to grasp their own story and make it theirs.


Action is overcoming an obstacle to achieve a goal:


•  The overall action in Skyfall is to find a way to save MI6.


•  The overall action in Her is to build a meaningful relationship with Samantha.


•  The overall action in Friends is to look for, find, try to keep and deal with losing partners.


•  The overall action in Borgen is to try to govern the country and stay in power.


Note that this in no way describes everything that happens in these stories. It doesn’t even begin to touch on the variety, depth and richness of the writing, and does not attempt to. It clarifies the outer story.


The outer story is something you may well be asked about many times during your career. It essentially defines the dramatic pulse that should go through any good screenplay from early in the story all the way to the end. If you stopped a film at any point and asked the audience ‘What are you most concerned about here? What is this story about?’, the answer should most often relate directly to this.


The outer story is fundamentally the GOA of GOATS: Goal – Obstacle – Action.
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Focus point










Story = goal + obstacle + action
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Snapshot exercise










Write down the possible actions your protagonist could take to achieve her main goal and overcome the obstacles that face her. Can you find one overarching action that encompasses them all? Is this action visible and concrete, in the outer world?
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Focus point










Is your protagonist active enough?
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One common cause of a weak story is a protagonist who fails to act enough. A passive/reactive protagonist who allows things to happen to her, or spends too much of the story reacting to what others do, will kill a story stone dead. Some settings and environments make it difficult for the protagonist to make things happen – perhaps because of her personality, age or lack of power. You need to seek these out and, if necessary, change her situation so that she can.


For example, in House, Greg House doesn’t simply wait for the results of tests or react to strange variations in symptoms. This would be too passive. He makes active decisions, forces things to happen, takes risks with treatments, fights the authorities, makes waves and generally takes charge of his story.
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Key idea










Ensure that your protagonist will have the potential to be active and push her story forwards under her own steam.
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4 TACTICS


Tactics relate directly to what’s going on inside your characters – their inner story. If actions are the things that your characters actually do to achieve their goals, tactics cover what they could do.


In any given situation, a person has things they habitually do and things they would never contemplate doing. For example, you might be a quiet, contemplative person who tends to be polite and perhaps a little easily pushed around. You would ask nicely but never make a fuss, even if badly dealt with. Your friend may be quite different, noisy and pushy; she won’t put up with anyone who tries to boss her, but sometimes speaks before she thinks. Your approach to life is not the same. You have different tactics for dealing with the problems that face you.


A character’s tactics comprise all the things she could do, all the possible actions at her disposal, her strengths and her flaws. They include actions she generally takes, and exclude those which she believes she would never take.


Most importantly, a character’s tactics are always limited by her flaws. And the protagonist’s flaws lie at the very heart of the story.


 Tactics and flaws are important because many writers focus merely on what happens in their story. However, the audience is hooked not only by what happens, but also by what doesn’t happen, and what they fear and hope may happen.


In Her, Theodore Twombly lives an unreal life. His job entails inventing falsely intimate love letters for others. At home, he plays a 3D video game where he pretends to engage with others. When faced with divorce from his childhood sweetheart, he delays signing the papers. We learn quickly what kind of person he is – what tactics he uses in his life. He’s a man who tends to run away from reality. And his primary flaw is that he is afraid to commit.
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Key idea










A character’s tactics are limited by his flaws.
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However, as the story progresses, Theodore starts to deal with his flaw. He begins to include different actions among his available tactics: he grows intimate with Samantha. He opens up with friends. He admits his feelings and risks being rejected. Tragically, all this comes too late to save their relationship.


For the vast majority of stories, this inner character growth is essential. Indeed, if the outer story is what the drama is ‘about’, this inner journey is what the drama is ‘really about’.
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Key idea










If a character’s tactics grow, then he grows. This is your inner story and your theme.
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•  The inner story of Her is about Theodore learning to face reality and take risks.


•  The inner story of Friends is about the six friends maturing and growing up.


•  The inner story of Borgen is about Birgitte growing tougher while trying not to lose her better qualities.


As human beings, we are fascinated by ourselves and other people and most of all by their personal moral choices. We identify with their inner struggles. The inner story is (in most cases) what engages our deepest contact with the script, and you will need to satisfy that need as you develop your idea.
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Brian Dunnigan, Head of Screenwriting, London Film School










‘I want to be moved at some level. It could be by spectacle, but most often it’s by something human.’
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If you are still unsure of the central character’s primary flaw or journey, work backwards. Look at how the story ends, and in particular how she’s changed. What can she now do that she couldn’t do before? What change enabled her to achieve her goal? From this you can deduce what must have been the initial flaw and therefore what her journey is going to be.
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Key idea










If you are still unsure of the central character’s journey, look at what she can do at the end that she couldn’t do before.
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There are, however, exceptions to this ‘rule’.


There are three kinds of series that offer little or no permanent character growth – adventure, satire and episodic series.


The adventure genre includes film franchises such as James Bond, Indiana Jones and Pirates of the Caribbean and TV series such as Spooks and Heroes. In an adventure story, we aren’t especially concerned about the hero’s inner life. No one particularly wants to see Indiana Jones face his personal flaws. We want to see him fight the bad guys and win. Any slight character growth is incidental.


And when the producers of the James Bond franchise tried, a few years ago, to introduce a more thoughtful, emotional inner story for 007, audiences didn’t like it. Thus, in Skyfall there is little or no inner story. The audience doesn’t care whether James fights his inner demons – just as long as he fights Raoul Silva.


The other genre that has little or no character growth is satire. In both the film and TV series of M*A*S*H, the army doctors and nurses are fixed from the start. Whether rebellious, God-fearing, inept, insecure, passionate or lazy, each character has his or her fixed identity and the fun comes from watching the characters interact. In a satire, the characters are stuck with their flaws and cannot grow at all.


Finally, in certain kinds of episodic series, the protagonist may grow during the episode, and yet her inner story is reset at the start of the next show. In a sitcom such as Mrs Brown’s Boys or a police procedural such as The Mentalist, any learning or growth is forgotten by the next episode. There is little or no personal change across the series as a whole. (For more on series and serials, see below.)
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Snapshot exercise
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