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Introduction

[image: TheOnlyWriting-1]

Film is a visual art form. It can entertain without words but it can't exist without pictures. Writing the screenplay requires more than just literary skills; it requires the writer to think in images instead of words. In film you “show” instead of talk about, you “indicate” rather than explain. It is an art of less. Unlike the novel, the script is not “complete.” It is a series of visual impressions giving the illusion of completeness. In film and television the visuals always move the action forward. In film the writer must think in pictures. The goal of the script is not to get it sold, but to make it a good read. Narrative and locales come alive in the reader's head so they can envision the movie. There is powerful plot progression, attention-grabbing turning points, and a strong beginning, middle, and end. The reader is compelled to turn the page. The script transports them, time passes, and they're not even conscious of it.

Crafting a good script is a creative challenge for the novice as well as for the veteran writer. Over the last twenty-five years I have written over forty hours of produced television and film in just about every genre: sitcoms, hour-action, hour-drama, pilots, animation, soaps, documentaries, movies for television, and feature films. Every script is different; each has its own set of problems and tests your grit. At times I've asked myself, “how come this hasn't gotten any easier[image: TheOnlyWriting-2]” One time I got so stuck I had to look in a book I wrote to see what I had to say about it! I've threatened to quit, and yet I can't seem to stop writing. I've cursed the industry, but I can't seem to leave it. Someone once said Hollywood is an asylum where the lunatics are terrified of being let out. That said, film is the most exciting and powerful medium in existence. I can't even talk about a great movie without getting chilled to my bone. Careers in this industry are like roller coasters, but the freedom to create, the thrill of bouncing ideas off creative minds, the joy of newness with every project, and the excitement of seeing your work on the screen has been worth it for me. Some people regret having been faced with the same unknowns, the continual rejections, the flux of income, writing in hopes of a sale, but if you asked me if I would do it all again and I wouldn't even blink before I answered yes.

I believe the craft of television and movie writing can be taught, but the passion that carries you along is another thing. I had a student named Kevin Falls who wrote seven screenplays before he even got an agent. At a conference once a writer asked him, “how did you keep going[image: TheOnlyWriting-2]” Kevin said he asked himself the same thing, “what if I never sell a screenplay[image: TheOnlyWriting-2]” His answer was, “it doesn't matter, I love it so much I'm going to keep writing anyway. I believe Kevin's perseverance is what determined Kevin's outcome. He went on to become an Emmy Award–winning writer and the executive producer of West Wing.

As a teacher I have had the great fortune of watching screenwriters evolve. But I have learned over the years that it's not always the most talented who make it, it's the ones who love it so much that they keep trying.

I love writing, I feel passionate about it. I love going to the movies and I love watching good television. I once asked a group of 200 “want to be” screenwriters, “How many of you have completed a script[image: TheOnlyWriting-2]” At least half of the people in the room raised a hand. Then I asked, “How many of you have sold a script[image: TheOnlyWriting-2]” Only one hand was raised. I then asked “How many of you regret having written[image: TheOnlyWriting-2]” Not a single hand in the group went up.

My goal is to provide you with the screenwriting tools that can lay the foundation for your success. This is an A to Z in scriptwriting; how to think in pictures, the devices scriptwriters use, how stories develop, the hooks that grab an audience, great characters, the art of dialogue, and most important, basic screenplay structure. There are insights into the industry from writers, directors, and brilliant creative minds who will offer you strategies and tricks of the trade. Most important, I hope you will enjoy yourself along the way.


Chapter 1
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Here's Your Cue!

The Bare Bones: What Is a Screenplay?

A screenplay or film script is a blueprint from which, eventually, a motion picture will be made. This blueprint is the most important element of a film—you can't produce a film without a screenplay just as you can't construct a skyscraper without architectural blueprints. A screenplay is what the musical score is to the symphony, what the human skeleton to is to the body. It is the bare bones and without it there would be nothing. Essentially the screenwriter provides everything—every time you write the dialogue you are the actor, every time you create the locale you are the director, every time you cut between the scenes you are the film editor. The scriptwriter provides the bare essentials, and hopefully well enough to attract other creators who will bring their special talents to the project.

But Without YOU, the Writer, There Wouldn't Be a Movie!

When actors, directors, cinematographers, and editors get up at the Oscar podium to give their thanks for their awards, they often thank the scriptwriter, without whom they wouldn't be at the podium. Likewise, without the great talent they bring to the written word there would be no award-winning movie. This all goes to show that film is a highly collaborative art.

Great Screenplays in the Past

Think of the great screenplays over the years. They almost all had great directors, actors, editors, music scores, and production people who attached their incredible talent to the projects. Recently the Writers Guild of America came out with a list of the 101 greatest screenplays ever written. Although not in any particular order, here are some of the most recently written ones:



• Shakespeare in Love by Mark Norman and Tom Stoppard

• American Beauty by Alan Ball

• Fargo by Joel and Ethan Cohen

• Jerry Maguire by Cameron Crowe

• Thelma and Louise by Callie Khouri

• The Shawshank Redemption by Frank Durabond, based on a story by S. King

• Field of Dreams by Phil Alden Robinson. Based on a book by W. P. Kinsella

• Back to the Future by Robert Zemeckis and Bob Gale

• Sideways by Alexander Payne and Jim Taylor

• The Sixth Sense by M. Night Shyamalan

Not a Sure Deal

Unfortunately, it doesn't follow that a fine screenplay is all that's needed. Without naming names, there have been examples of films with great scripts, phenomenal casts, plus award-winning directors, cinematographers, and editors that have bombed not only with the critics but at the box office. On the other hand, there have been pictures that started off looking as if they would be a disaster on all fronts but turned out to be classic successes. It's a matter of fitting the pieces of the puzzle together.

From Script to Successful Motion Picture

Although most scripts are written by only one person, it requires hundreds of professionals to make a script into a film. To organize the venture, the project must have a leader. In the movies, this is the role of the director. Really, you and your screenplay are just the beginning. But in essence, you have much of the power!

The Screenwriter Plays God

Which of the platoon's heroes will die[image: TheOnlyWriting-2] The comic who is always cracking jokes, the serious lieutenant who always worries about his family back home, the unrelenting sadistic sergeant who is ready to lead his men into battle[image: TheOnlyWriting-2] It's up to the scriptwriter; he or she is the one who plays God, deciding for a variety of dramatic reasons who lives or dies.

Writer Beware!



The cinematographer, sound designer and engineer, set and costume designers, editors, composers, musicians, and others working on film production generally receive a copy of the script of the movie they are working on.

The scriptwriter might write a close-up: Slowly the dismembered hand moves and rejoins its wrist. The tendons, muscles, and, finally, the skin are miraculously healed and the hand and arm look as they used to be. Then the scriptwriter will save that text and go to lunch. Months later, a special effects computer technician will spend hours creating the effect that eventually audiences will gasp at. That's what the business of movie writing is all about.

“It Takes a Village …”

A film is rarely the product of one person. If you have the opportunity pay a quick visit to a film set, and you'll see how many people it takes to work on the shooting. Although it's hard to admit, it isn't always easy for a creative individual to work as part of a team. Have you ever heard of an artist who shared the credit for his painting with others[image: TheOnlyWriting-2] No great painting was ever made by a team. Even in literature, few writers collaborate on novels and even fewer co-write poems. But for you, the reality is that your idea and creation will have to be shared and worked on by dozens—or even hundreds—of people.

Hit Trick



“Tell me a story! Because without a story, you are merely using words to prove that you can string them together in logical sentences.” –Anne McCaffrey, American science fiction author best known for her Dragonriders of Pern series.

There's No “I” in Team

In the ideal situation, the film production team relies on the script written by one screenwriter and makes minimal changes to your vision of the film. However, in many instances this isn't the case at all. Sometimes, it's hard to say where parts of the movie came from. Consider the problem of writing a good ending. Did you know that the ending of American Beauty was redone after it was viewed by a focus group[image: TheOnlyWriting-2] In fact, many movies have endings that weren't in the screenplay at all.

Probably the most famous case of a “Who came up with the ending[image: TheOnlyWriting-2]” mystery in film history is the ending of Casablanca. As you probably remember, Ilsa goes off on the plane to Lisbon with her husband, Victor Laszlo. Rick shoots Major Strasser, then Rick and Captain Renault watch the plane as it leaves; then they go off into the fog with the famous last line from Rick: “Louis, I think this is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.” But who came up with that ending[image: TheOnlyWriting-2]

Casablanca was written by Howard Koch and the Epstein twins. Apparently, it was more or less written on the fly, which often meant it went from the typewriter to the set. It's a Hollywood legend that an ending hadn't been decided on until right up to the last days of shooting. Even then, three or more versions were written and shot until the filmmakers made their final decision.

The possible candidates for writing that final ending were the Epstein twins, Howard Koch, and Casey Robinson, who collaborated in one way or another in writing the screenplay; Michael Curtiz, who directed the film; and Hal B. Wallis, the film's producer. In spite of all the excellent books on the making of Casablanca, the closest one can get to the truth is that the last line was an off-the-cuff last thought from producer Wallis. But even that can't be verified!

So what can we learn from the Casablanca tale[image: TheOnlyWriting-2] The scriptwriter should enter the fray recognizing that he or she is a member of the team and won't always be the last authority on making decisions. Sometimes, the director or the producer will decide to change the ending, the actors may choose to say their lines differently than how you had intended, and the cinematographer may prefer different shots than the ones specified in the script. This lack of control is something you should be prepared to accept as part of the filmmaking process.

From Toddler to Titan: A Screenplay's Growth

So, is what you sit down to write exactly what gets distributed on the set[image: TheOnlyWriting-2] Not really. You write a screenplay and you send it to an agent or producer for consideration. If the screenplay is accepted and plans are made to shoot the film, your screenplay will be modified into a “shooting script,” or scenario. By the time a director and actors see the screenplay, it is in the form of a shooting script.

Hit Trick



“When I sit at my table to write, I never know what it's going to be until I'm underway. trust my inspiration, which sometimes comes and sometimes doesn't. But I don't sit back waiting for it. I work every day.” –Alberto Moravia, one of the leading Italian writers in the twentieth century.

The shooting script retains all of the information included in the screenplay, but it goes into much greater detail. In other words, the shooting script has all the dialogue and description plus extensive technical notes like various camera directions.

Most often, the director or director's assistant will include the directions, like CUT, C.U., PAN, ZOOM, and so on. Beginning writers love to insert those directions into their screenplay, thinking that it makes the screenplay look more professional, but don't do this because it actually creates the opposite impression. Unless you are specifically writing a shooting script, leave the detailed directions alone.

Most shooting scripts have the scenes numbered and rearranged in the order in which they will be shot—not necessarily the order of how the movie will be put together. So, if you need to film two scenes at the same location that are supposed to take place six months apart, they may appear together in the shooting script. For example, let's say at the beginning of the movie the hero is standing outside the law courts in London, waiting for a woman. Six months later, he's back at the same location, this time with a different woman. In spite of the time difference, those two scenes would be numbered sequentially and would be shot one after the other.

“I'm Writing a What?”: A Screenplay on Spec

Unless you are preparing a shooting script for a film that's in the works, what you are writing is a “screenplay on spec”—a screenplay that hasn't been commissioned. You are submitting it unsolicited in the hope that the producers will be impressed by your writing and the idea, and will make you an offer for your screenplay. Or you may submit it to an agent, who'll meet with producers on your behalf.

Writer Beware!



The production manager is a key person on the set. He or she is the producer's representative and is the behind-the-scenes team player who is in charge of running the show. In most cases, the production manager is responsible for authorizing payments and paychecks.

What you have to be sure about is that you have not submitted a shooting script. Many writers go to the extent of writing in all sorts of instructions that shouldn't be there. It would be very useful to remember that the writer's job is to tell the story; it is the director who is responsible for the look and manner of the way it's told.

You will find books on bookstore shelves subtitled The Shooting Script. Actually, that's generally incorrect because it's not a shooting script at all. The average reader wouldn't be able to make head nor tail of a shooting script with all its scene numbers, directions, and odd pagination, with scenes in no apparent order. Your spec script is something different and should be an easy read for any reader, in the business or not. Never be put off by simplicity; in fact, aim for it every time.


Chapter 2
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Crafting Reality

Idea-lly, You've Been Brainstorming

What specifically makes a movie, or gets it off the ground[image: TheOnlyWriting-2] The answer is almost too simple to believe: an original idea. Another way of saying “idea” in the business is “concept.” You are going to hear those two words and the Hollywood meaning behind them time and time again. Remember them, they're important. It's funny to think of it this way but the last step in writing the screenplay is actually writing! Hard thought and a lot of preparation happen even before you are ready to begin stepping out the story. How do you come up with an idea worthy of transforming into a movie[image: TheOnlyWriting-2] Maybe it just happens. Ever heard the phrase that the best ideas can come in the shower[image: TheOnlyWriting-2]

It may be true for you, or an idea may dawn on you while you are out fishing, driving, watching a movie, or doing any other activity that isn't at all related to writing or consciously thinking about writing. Sometimes, the key is to stop thinking hard and let the ideas come to you.

Intuition, which in this context is another word for inspiration, can play a great role in creation. Learn to trust your gut feeling! The more you trust it, the stronger it will tend to become.

Writer Beware!



Sometimes writers become overly involved in creating a film related to a current event or trendy topic. They get so tied up in it being contemporary that they forget that even if it were bought right now, it would take at least a year or more to get to the cinemas. By then the chances are that “timely” would have lost its attraction.

Finding Inspiration

All writers should look at human nature, both historically and currently, and absorb from it as it suits his or her creativity. Remember that right from the beginning of the creative process we are heavily involved in the subjective—subjective not only in terms of opinion about our own work and the work of others, but in our selections as they are exhibited in the choice of what we want to use, either directly or indirectly. Generally, you will write as you are and that's exactly how it should be!

What you pick to write in your script will, particularly at the beginning of your writing career, come from your subjective viewpoint. The great writer Willa Cather wrote, “In the beginning, the artist, like his public, is wedded to old forms, old ideals, and his vision is blurred by the memory of old delights he would like to recapture.” You should operate with an open mind, this way you are capable of seeing all points of view. This mindset will help you distinguish the subject from the object.

Picture Your Audience (even if they're in their underwear!)

As you think about your film idea, you need to envision whom it is you will be writing for. Think about your target audience and what their experiences and expectations may be.

When the audience gets comfortable in a cinema, all ready to see the new Julia Roberts film, for instance, it is a reasonable assumption that they are aware of what they're in for. Invariably, there have been pages and pages of advertising and reviews of the picture to prime them. In addition, they are fans of Ms. Roberts and she rarely lets them down. In exactly the same way, an audience knows how films move along; whether they are informed about film production or not, they know there will be a beginning, a middle, and an end (most prefer happy endings).

Knowing What It Takes

I believe there are four ways to learn about writing screenplays:



1. Go to the movies and rent DVDs.

2. Read produced screenplays. (It is very easy to download free scripts.)

3. Go to seminars, read books, take workshops, and WRITE!

4. Make it your job to know the industry.



The top-grossing domestic blockbusters of all time are as follows: according to the MovieWeb site, as of 2006, in descending order:



1. Titanic

2. Star Wars

3. Shrek 2

4. E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial

5. Star Wars: Episode 1

6. Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man's Chest

7. Spider-Man

8. Star Wars Episode III: Revenge of the Sith

9. Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King

10. Spider-Man 2



A quick look at the titles will tell you these are huge budget films. If you understand the industry and how it works, you will know big-budget blockbusters are written by A-list Hollywood writers. The A-list means top grossing screenwriters and they are a very elite handful. Trying to break in with a script that requires big special effects and a massive budget is suicide. Why[image: TheOnlyWriting-2] Because you will be writing yourself right out of the market. The vast majority of filmmakers and producers who buy scripts simply could not afford to make your movie. Keep this in mind when you're thinking about the scale of your screenplay, a Titanic -like film will be a tough sell.

Writer Beware!



They say the Western is dead. But Hollywood tends to be cynical, so you never know. The writer/director most recognized as the last Western creator of merit is Sergio Leone of The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly fame. His finest production is said to have been Once Upon a Time in the West with Henry Fonda as a sadistic killer and Jason Robards, Claudia Cardinale, and Charles Branson.

Dare to Bare: Personal Touches

Most writers find out early on in their careers that they have a feeling for a certain kind of story. Try to follow the principle that what you love doing, you do well, because it will probably lead you in the right direction. If you absolutely love action books and action films, then maybe that's what you should write. If you are a mystery fan, maybe a film noir is the thing for you (keep reading for film noir definition). If you're interested in historical romances, why not use what you already know to write a screenplay[image: TheOnlyWriting-2]

Although it may seem like everything has been done before, it hasn't, not your way. The way you write will be a reflection of who you are, everything that you are. The sum of that will become the basis of your style. The most important element is that you have strong feelings for the subject matter you intend writing about. It helps to have passion for your subject matter, story and characters, it will show in the end!

Time and Place

Once you've pinpointed your interest, also consider the timing and place of the story. These factors can have tremendous influence, mainly on the sales potential of the screenplay. If a budding screenwriter has become obsessed with figures of historical significance, for instance, some lower-class, little-known fellow who led a devastating charge on the British troops in one of their former colonies, he or she will have a more than difficult job convincing a studio to even take a look at the outline. The leading reason for rejecting such a project would be the thought of its budget.

Hit Trick



“Find what gave you emotion; what the action was that gave you excitement. Then write it down making it clear so that the reader can see it too.” –Ernest Hemingway, an American novelist, short-story writer, and journalist.

Historical subjects are not popular with the film industry anymore. Just imagine the cost of all those costumes, let alone the locations with their castles, drawbridges, and horses.

It is a truism that if a studio can find a good reason for rejecting a screenplay, they'll find one! This is because of the vast number they receive. It is important, then, for screenwriters to choose their subject matter wisely. The possible cost of the project should be a major consideration. Make sure to think it through, and you'll be fine.

The Inner Purpose of a Screenplay

In the end it shouldn't matter which of the suggested ideas/concepts you pick to work from; there is usually more to the finished screenplay product than just a wide-ranging category title. In all matters of written creativity there is at the base of the endeavor the need to comment on the human condition.

This doesn't mean that you all of a sudden have to become a new-age scriptwriter. Two people falling in love and then falling out of love, how that happens and how they deal with the problem—that's part of the human condition just as much as any situation might be. The scriptwriter creates characters and allows the fates to throw them together, just like in real life.

Research Your Domain

To be a successful screenwriter, you have to immerse yourself in movies, learning everything you can about the way they are written and made. Quentin Tarantino, the director of Reservoir Dogs and Pulp Fiction, which in 1994 won him an Oscar for best original screenplay, did his research by working in a video rental store. The influence from the videos he must have seen can be identified in his work. For instance, Reservoir Dogs draws inspiration from Stanley Kubrick's The Killing and Martin Scorsese's Mean Streets, among others. An even more successful director, Steven Spielberg, spent his formative years directing TV's Marcus Welby, M.D., and Columbo instead of going to college, learning by experience.

Hit Trick



“I would never write about someone who was not at the end of his rope.” –Stanley Elkin, an American author of extravagant, satirical novels.

What's Your Type? Genre

Movies, like books, are slotted into categories or genres. We attribute the concept of genres in literature to the Greek philosopher Aristotle, the author of Poetics. Although it was written many centuries ago, Poetics has had great influence over the development of Western literature and the way we categorize it. Poetics is actually about writing for the theater, which was invented by the ancient Greeks. In Poetics, Aristotle theorizes that all theater productions may be divided into tragedy, comedy, and epic.

From this ancient idea, the movie industry has expanded into many more genres as well as subgenres. The basic film genres are:



• Action/adventure: Pirates of the Caribbean, the Indiana Jones series

• Comedy: Something About Mary, Meet the Fockers

• Crime: The Godfather movies, Ocean's Eleven

• Drama: Brokeback Mountain, A Beautiful Mind

• Epic: Titanic, Lord of the Rings

• Horror: The Exorcist, The Ring

• Juvenile: Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory, Stuart Little

• Musical: Moulin Rouge, Chicago

• Science fiction: Minority Report, X-Men

• Thriller: A History of Violence, The Manchurian Candidate

• War: Saving Private Ryan, Jarhead

• Western: Unforgiven, Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid

Choosing Your Genre

It's a good idea to decide where to sow your idea. It helps to establish, at the beginning, what genre you're going to work with. What might work well in a comedy could ruin a drama. When thinking about a category, think of what is appropriate for it—even matters like a typical budget will make a difference. Obviously, an action film generally requires a bigger budget than a comedy.

To help you get creative with choosing a genre, think of subgenres. For example, what is the subgenre of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, any of The Lethal Weapon pictures, and Thelma and Louise[image: TheOnlyWriting-2] They are all “buddy” movies. Or, think of a subgenre and then list the first three films that come to mind—that will help you figure out which films fit best into a particular category.
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