THE SECRET OF SCREENWRITING

Introduction:

The lights dim, the titles roll and within the first ten minutes of the film we will meet the main character.  The main character will immediately show a bit of human weakness that makes us like him/her.  We get to know the hero’s situation for a few minutes before it radically changes by something unexpected; this will usually happen between 25 and 35 minutes into the movie.  As result of this inciting moment, the hero will now be forced to embark on a quest for something (or someone) that will last or one hour, facing progressively more serious complications until a very close to 85 minutes into the movie, the hero will hit rock bottom, unable to continue without risking absolutely everything in one final gamble to gain his objective. Within the next then minutes he will lock into combat with the force that has been blocking him, winning at last, victorious and changed forever and for the better, even if he sacrifices his life to gain his goal.  Fade out.  Roll credit.      

This is the secret to writing a great script.  If it doesn’t fit this paradigm you have no way of knowing for sure if it is going to work on the big screen.  Every professor in Hollywood knows it intimately in its current detail.  It works for action flicks, love stories, and comedies; Westerns, period pieces, and science fiction; Oscar contenders and straight-to-video flops.  Every movie made is written, produced, and directed by people whose every creative choice is guided by it, either in order to follow the format carefully or to deviate from it.  Using this formula and the 3 act structure (set up, confrontation, and resolution) you have the golden paradigm of screenwriting.  Aristotle analyzed its structure 2,350 years ago, Shakespeare developed it further and no one has substantively improved on it since.  

The Ancient Greeks learned two and a half centuries ago that the emotions to exercise for best dramatic effect were pity, fear, and the cathartic joy that comes from their release.  They then gradually learned how to do this through public performance of a certain type of story that seemed to have universal appeal  That story is the quest, and its purest dramatic form, Aristotle and his followers concluded, was the 3-act play: Engage your pity, arouse your fear, then release them both.

Now, relax and grab yourself a cup of coffee. It’s time to start your screenplay.  We’re going to do it in 13 steps.  

A QUICK OUTLINE OF BASIC  SCREENPLAY STRUCTURE

Pages
1
What is the protagonist  like when we meet her/him? What is the setting and         location?

3:
What is the story about?

10
Who is the antagonist? Has the inciting event occurred?

12
What is the problem the character must solve?

25-27
First plot point. This is the even that sets up Act 2

30
End of Act 1 should find the protagonist entering a new situation.

45
The character is tested with new challenges and obstacles to overcome. We see both his or her strengths and weaknesses at work.

60
You and your protagonist are halfway to the goal.. You can’t give up now, nor can your character.

76
The worst happens

85-87
Second plot point. This is the scene that contains the event that sets up Act 3

90
Begin Act 3. Something old is new again.  Begin Act 3 as if you were meeting your character for the first time.  Show us how the character has changed.

115
The Climax.  We’ve been waiting for this.

120
The Resolution.

Step 1:  You will organize your story and write a one-page treatment or outline of your screenplay.  Unless you want the reader to know this is your first screenplay, avoid the beginner’s tendency to indulge in irrelevant technicalities in your descriptions.  The mainstream American screenplay has a 3-act structure, runs about 120 pages and contains 40-50 scenes.  Each page of script equals approximately one minute of screentime. Most of us have seen hundreds of movies and are acquainted, at least intuitively, with the structure o film..

Act 1 of a script runs about 30 minutes.  Unlike a play, a curtain does not fall between acts: you must figure out for yourself when it’s over.  Here’s how I do it: When the movie starts, I check my watch.  Approximately 30 minutes later, I check my watch again, because on the screen I see the story is changing direction.  If this started out as a film about a woman about to marry a nice guy, as in Only you, it is now about the story of a woman who runs off to Italy seeking the man she believes it’s her destiny to marry.  The new situation marks the end of Act 1 and triggers Act 2.  

Act 2 runs approximately 60 minutes and finds your protagonist facing new obstacles and challenges to overcome.  If your protagonist is accepting a new job, moving, getting married or divorced, by Act 2 he or she will be in the new job or house, have said his or her vows or be single again.  Near the end of the Act 2, another twist or plot point will occur, which will force your protagonist to evaluate his or her circumstances and find a new solution or confront the problem in a new way.  

Act 3 runs another 30 minutes and contains the climax and resolution of the script.  That’s screenplay structure in a nutshell.  Watch and time mainstream movies and you will see this is the standard.  

Step 2:

Ask yourself: What is it that your character wants in the story?

Does she want to get married, quit a job, change her life, go camping, move to a better neighborhood, get over a lost love?  The list is limited only by your imagination.  When you’ve answered the question of what your character wants in the story, you’ve defined your character’s goal.  This is the first step in exploring plot.  Most films have an active protagonist. When presented with a problem, the active protagonist does not retreat but tries to solve the problem by taking action.  Your character’s pursuit of her goal will initiate the action of your plot.  

A plot tells us the actions the characters take to get what they want.  A plot is The who, where, what and how of the script.  Every action in a screenplay must have a consequence. Your main character must be motivated to do something.  They must have a worthy goal.  Your protagonist expects that achieving her goal will bring her certain results: she may be right or wrong or surprised, but the protagonist has the hope or expectation that her actions will bring a certain objective (just as you do). The obstacles and conflicts that occur as a consequence of your protagonist’s action are your plot.  

Step 3:

Now answer these questions:

Where is the story taking place? What is the setting?  What are the obstacles to your character’s wants?  What is the problem or conflict your character is struggling with? Name five ways your protagonist might be able to obtain her goal.  

Step 4:
Write a one page treatment or outline of your screenplay.  It need not be elaborate. Write down everything we need to know about the character, story and plot in this outline.  Whatever decision you make about your character and story, the single most important quality you want to evoke in your audience is curiosity.  See and review a recently released movie.  If you can’t get to the theatre, watch one on cable or rent one. Note when and how the first act ends.  

Step 5:
Write the first 15 pages of your script.  As yourself the question:  What’s the hook?  A story hook is just what it sounds like- the element in the story that will hook the audience.  Your story hook should create an overwhelming curiosity in your viewer about what is going to happen in your script.  There are many different kinds of hooks.  There is a hook of unusual characters, there is he hook of setting that we see in period pieces. There is he hook of ideas, or “high concept” , here is a hook of technical effects, there are action hooks and there are narrative hooks.  You can use story hooks to present compelling events, present unusual characters and introduce a vivid setting.  What is he story hook in your script?  What element of it will arouse the audience’s curiosity.  

The Inciting incident: Many movies open with the inciting incident, the situation or event that makes today different in the life of your protagonist.  It may be that the protagonist has just met someone and fallen in love, or it may be the last straw that forces a person to decide she isn’t going to take some impossible situation in her life any longer, or there may have been a murder.  

Whatever the specifics, the inciting incident is the event, scene or sequence of scenes that makes today different for your main character.  It helps to define the goal of your character.  And it kicks off your script’s plot.  

Character-driven stories, such as comedies, drama, romance and family stories, generally introduce the inciting incident 10 or 15 minutes into the film.  Phenomenon opens on the protagonist’s birthday.  In the first 15 minutes, we see that George has an unrequited love, his job, his trying to master Spanish and we meet all the main characters in his life. That night, after his party, he stops outside for a breath of fresh air. A radiant light appears to him and he falls unconscious.  This is the inciting incident that will irrevocably change his life.  

In Sleepless in Seattle the protagonist, having doubts about her impending marriage, hears of the sleepless widower on her car radio.  She feels an immediate connection to him that compels her to seek him out.  What is the inciting incident in your script?  Make a list of at least five things that could happen to your protagonist that would make today different for her than any other day.  

Step 6:

Write the first 15 pages of your script including the first scene that features the inciting incident.  

Don’t confuse story hook and inciting incident.  The hook influences your story overall; the inciting incident is the moment that your plot gets started. Long after your inciting incident has past your hook will still keep the audience enthralled.  

 

Step 7:

Write pages 16-30 of your script.  Your script must have both story and plot.  Plot, story and character are three of the most important elements of a screenplay.  Now it is important to know what needs to go at the end of each act.  It is called a plot point.  A plot point is a scene where all three elements collide: Plot, story, and character.  Obstacles and conflicts cause the protagonist’s  situation to change.  Your plot points should make it harder for the protagonist to reach his goal.  Plot points should put obstacles in the character’s way; make her face difficult choices. With each set back, the audience will become more involved with her, and with your story.  What action has your character been forced to take so far?  What happens at the end of your first act? 

CONGRATULATIONS!

You have completed Act 1 of your screenplay.

NEVER GO BACK AND CHANGE OR REWRITE BEORE YOU’VE WRITTEN AN ENTIRE FIRST DRAFT! A script that is written all the way through to the end can always be rewritten.  One that’s never been completed is only an unfinished dream.  Don’t get stuck and become a writer who never follows through.  Get it done first!!

Step 8:

Write pages 31-45 of your screenplay.  Act 2 of your script is 60 pages long.  Your character must continue to strive toward the goal you set for her in Act 1.  As you begin Act 2, your protagonist is in , or is just entering, a new situation; he or she faces new challenges and obstacles to overcome.  Now answer these questions: What are the obstacles your character faces in act 2?  Where is the protagonist as Act 2 starts?

To keep the tension and action going through this hour of pages, think of Act 2 as four 15-minute segments.  Each segment has its own purpose.   In the first segment approximately 30-45 pages, introduce the new problem or challenge to the characters.  As you do, show the audience the protagonist’s ability, or inability, to deal with the new problems or obstacles that now confront her. 

 In the second segment (pages 45-60, show your main character’s attempts to solve the problem.  If you protagonist passes the first obstacle, the second challenge or obstacle will be more difficult or dangerous.  Your character will solve this obstacle or problem using ingenuity, courage and strength she didn’t know she possessed.  The character may express misgivings, but she must not give up.  

Act 2 ends with a cliff hanger of some sort, an event that keeps our interest so that we are eager to see how Act 3 will resolve the plot.  

On page 60 the midpoint of your script, your character should be completely dedicated to her goal, no matter how helpless or foolish it may seem.  In the third segment, pages 60-75, your main character continues to move forward in solving her problem.  But on or about page 75, there will be a setback.  The protagonist will face the moment of truth about herself and her situation.  


In the fourth segment pages 75-90, your protagonist will try to figure out a new solution that fits her temperament and abilities, and the rules of the universe you have created for her.  By page 90 your main character will have a new solution in mind and /or will have confronted her antagonist or what she thinks is the final time.  If there’s a love interest in the story, the couple will share a major love scene, followed by a major plot complication.  Frequently this occurs before the sheets have cooled.)

Act 2 ends with a cliff hanger of some sort, an event that keeps our interest so that we are eager to see how Act 3 will resolve the plot.  

Step 9:
Write pages 46-60.  Keep your dialogue strong.  Scriptwriting is dialogue writing. Stay away from dialogue that sounds cheesy, over exaggerated, or just plain predictable.  In a love story don’t have your character simply tell his love interest at the end, “I love you”, make it more interesting. As in Jerry Maguire: “you complete me.” The purpose of dialogue is to help define your character, to illuminate your plot and to keep your story moving.  At the same time your dialogue must sound natural to the story and situation.  Make your dialogue fresh and original: don’t write words you’ve heard movie characters say again and again.   Avoid dialogue that has too much exposition. Also, make sure the characters are doing something during their conversations with each other. Eating, playing chess, drinking coffee, it could be anything, just don’t have them sitting there talking doing nothing. People responding to each other when they are talking is more active.  Good dialogue helps establish facts we need to know about the characters or the story.  Don’t have your characters talk about something that has nothing to do with the story.  Write dialogue by listening to the way people talk but not the words they use. Pay attention to the rhythms, the pauses, the “uhs”.  Listen for mannerisms and inflections.   Eavesdrop if you have to, start up conversation with total strangers. You are a writer and that makes you an observer of people and situations. Learn from them and you will develop new characters from everyday life.  Real people make the most interesting characters in your story and they stay 3 dimensional.  Watch their gestures as they are speaking; body language tells us what they mean.  

Step 10:

Write pages 61-75.  Now is when your character finds out what she’s made of; if she is the stuff of heroes.  She may feel confident that she is the about to achieve her goals, as she has overcome many obstacles and everything seems in order.  But on or about page 75 every thing is going to fail.  If she’s getting married, the wedding’s off; if she’s trying to solve a murder, she arrest the wrong guy.  

Movies without conflict are home movies.  There is nothing more uneventful than tranquility.  While it’s a worthy goal for real life, tranquility in movies is deadly dull. Conflict is when you’re in a hurry and the car won’t start or the train is late, or you’ve missed the plane because you were stuck in traffic.  In life we try to avoid conflict, but in a story it’s a necessary ingredient for drama.  In order for a story to move forward it must have conflict.  Without conflict there is no excitement.  Every scene must have some form of conflict in it.  Give your characters lots of obstacles and problems to overcome.  Answer these questions:  What are the consequences of the problems your protagonist must deal with?  What are the possible solutions to overcome the obstacles that prevent your character from reaching his or her goals?

Step 11:

Now you’ve developed your character, plot and story.  You have now written an outline and 75 pages of your screenplay.  Congratulations.  Now you will lift your protagonist from the depths of Act 2 and see him or her triumph against all odds in the Act 3 climax.  
Remember don’t every go back to rewrite until you finish the entire script. Rewriting is critical but no until the writing is done.  Write pages 76-90 of your script.  These next pages are dark days for your protagonist.  All leads prove false. Everything is hopeless.  But hope emerges in these pages when your character discovers a new idea or solution.  

This is where you’ll place your second plot point, a scene in which plot, story and character collide, in which obstacles, conflicts or tensions cause the protagonist’s situation to change.  

Step 12:

Write page 91-115

This is where you will have a climax and resolution and some kind of reward that the hero brings home.  The reward may be knowledge, or an emotional change; it may be a return to the ordinaries of her life that she now appreciates more than she did before her experiences. Act 3 is the reason we come to the movie; To see how it all works out.  The ending must satisfy both you and your audience.  Answer these questions:  What three things can happen to your protagonist at the climax on page 115?   What has your protagonist learned or how has your protagonist changed at the resolution of your story?

In Act 3, everything old is new again.  Good endings tend to stay with us.  When you come to the end of your script, ask yourself if the story must end this way?  Is there an alternative? A better way?  Is there an aspect of this story that touches your life?  What perspective (and new ideas) do you gain if you look at the ending through the eyes of your antagonist?  Do not end your story from the antagonist’s point of view of have a character tell us about it later. Make sure you show us the climax on screen.  We want to see good conquer evil; we want to see hard work rewarded.  

Act 3 starts on approximately page 90 or 91 and ends on page 120.  The ending builds, in a series of scenes, to the inevitable climax when the protagonist and the antagonist face each other. The climax answers all questions posed by the story from the beginning- who, what and where.  The ending is the natural outcome o the events in Act 3.  The character has changed as a result of his or her experiences.  In the climax everyone gets to go home again, peace found, the villain vanquished, the main character victorious.  

Step 13
The Resolution:

Write pages 116 -120.

In these pages wrap up the loose threads of the story as quickly as possible.  Solve the problem, return the characters to their lives.  How have your characters changed? What new wisdom, love and harmony have they obtained as they return to their normal lives? Once you’ve finished you first draft, put the script away and don’t look at it for several weeks.  When your mind is refreshed, read what you’ve written all the way through and begin your rewrite.  Congratulations! You’ve completed a full feature length script.  Now get everybody and your dog to read it.  If you’re afraid to take criticism from your friends and family then you will never improve the script; take as much advice as possible. Listen to what people are saying about it and if there is a majority consensus on something, change it. If there is something they don’t like on the page, chances are that they won’t like it on the screen.  Now, check your script structure with the Hollywood Script Formula Chart and keep rewriting the script until you hear someone say “Oh my God…I love it!”  Now you are ready to sell it to Hollywood, Produce it yourself, or send it to a professional script consultant for further tweaking.  Pat yourself on the back, you have done it!  
