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Meet the author

When the first edition of this book was published at the end of 1995, little did I imagine its subsequent popularity, the longevity of its life and the impact it would have. From the beginning the reviews were fantastic, the sales surpassed expectations and the letters and communications of thanks I’ve received over the years have been very touching and continue to make me feel that I must have got something right.

I still go back to my favourite review which said “this modest little book kicks all the other big-name gurus’ titles out of the ballpark…It’s the only book I’ve seen on the subject that is really complete and comprehensive.”

It now seems odd to think that when I was first approached to write the book, when I was Chairman of the (then) London Screenwriters’ Workshop, my initial response was “who needs another book about screenwriting?” After all, this was 1992, screenwriting was hardly regarded as a serious subject (except in the USA), and, besides, there were already at least a dozen books on the subject, some of them accepted standard texts.

“How do I make this one different?” I thought. It occurred to me that all those existing books were (i) American in origin, (ii) concentrated on the big Hollywood movies and – above all – (iii) were very prescriptive and didactic, pointing a finger at you, telling you “this is what you must do in order to write a successful script”. But writing isn’t like that. There is no Holy Grail… However, you do need to know the ‘rules’ before you can start breaking them or bending them to your own design.

So I tried to take things from a writer’s perspective: this is what they tell you should be done, but don’t be afraid if you find your script going in a different direction – if it works for you, try it; and take it from a Script Reader’s perspective – what are the key points they look for when first reading a submission?

I also wanted to demystify the process. Screenwriting – indeed, the media industry in general – is full of jargon. It all means something but a lot of it, I suspect, is meant to scare you off or intimidate you with its supposed exclusivity.

Moreover, I wanted to include some chapters at the end about the industry you are trying to sell to, some strategies for breaking in and how to conduct yourself once you’re there. After all, what’s the point of writing a script if you can’t get someone to read it? This was an area other books on screenwriting did not cover.

I knew I wanted to write it in short bite-sized segments, the sort of thing you could cover during a few short stops on a train journey (because it’s the way my brain works). And the only words of advice the publishers ever gave – “Think global. Think timeless” – were remarkably liberating.

So I decided to gather together all my teaching notes and checklists – questions you can ask yourself about your characters, your story, your rewrites, etc. – plus some practical classroom experiences, together with a few of my own (highly individual) opinions, and set to work.

I could never have foreseen how huge screenwriting would become, and how many thousands more books would be published on it. And yet, as the years have passed and this tome has gone through various new editions (each time being expanded and updated with new trends and developments, such as the Internet, covered), “this modest little book” has established itself as one of the standard texts on the subject.

Inevitably, the longer you remain in this business of ‘Show’ (and it IS a business, an industry) there is a tendency to get somewhat jaded, even cynical, about things sometimes. But then suddenly out of the blue a script from some new writer will drop onto my desk and enthuse and inspire me anew, and put me in touch with those feelings of energy, passion, surprise, hope and wonder that got me involved in this crazy game in the first place.

Just don’t forget to tell me a great story and make me want to turn the page – as I hope you will do with this book.

Ray Frensham

London, 2011


In one minute

What attracts you to watch one film or TV programme and not another? A star name? Critical reviews? Special effects? Perhaps. But ultimately it’s a great core story idea – something you can express in one or two lines to a friend; it’s what grabs your attention and makes you interested in the tale to be told. A great story, with well-rounded characters we can identify with and who engage our emotions, which takes us on a rollercoaster journey of discovery, with its unexpected twists, turns and setbacks that keep us asking “What happens next?”

Writing for the screen is all about affecting and manipulating your audience’s emotions through imaginative storytelling. Your two main tools are character and structure: they feed, support and drive each other. With character it’s not just about creating a three-dimensional lead (hero/ine); it’s about designing a cast of believable characters around them that obstruct, reflect or support your hero and their goal/s on their journey.

And structure? If you follow the (most-prevalent) three-act linear structure you’ll need a beginning, middle and end: Act I (your set-up), Act II (where you develop your story and characters), and Act III (climax and resolution), with various important turning points at key moments in your script… And don’t forget a good ending (and that applies to any structural model you may look at).

There are many other considerations, too: genre, scene construction, screen dialogue and subtext, character motivation, sequences within the acts, pacing, plants and pay-offs, theme, rewriting, the synopsis, treatments, and much more… And then, once you’ve completed your script, you have to get it read by the industry (which this book also covers).
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Foreword

When I started writing, there were virtually no how-to books, and no creative writing courses, let alone screenwriting courses. Now there are scores of books, and hundreds of courses, some of which I have taught myself. I have even attended one of them, Robert McKee’s Story Structure course, and very useful I found it: “Never take the ending out of the hands of the protagonist – push your hero to the limit” – all that stuff we all know really, deep down, but can’t be reminded of too often. But by that time I was already established and successful as a writer.

So how did I learn to write? By doing it, of course: writing every day. There’s no other way, no matter how many books you read. And if that sounds too much like hard work, at the start of your career, give up now. You have to love it and need to do it right from the start, because it’s not going to get any easier. What I did do as well as writing, was to read every script I could get my hands on, searching for ideas and techniques that I could steal and adapt for my own work. Not just film screenplays (there were very few available then) but Shakespeare and Chekhov plays (always steal from the best). You don’t need to worry about plagiarizing: your own vision of the world will shine through, if you have one.

But I could have saved myself some time if books like this one had been around when I started writing – it is so useful to have the generally accepted industry wisdom laid out for you in such an accessible, clear, entertaining and, above all, INEXPENSIVE format. This is the book that I recommend to screenwriting students. Ray Frensham has read and digested all the industry gurus – go on and read them all for yourselves, if you like, but really I think you’d do better to read more scripts and see more movies. (And here his list of websites in Chapter 22 is invaluable – worth the price of the book in itself.)

A how-to book can’t make you a great writer. But this one will help. Good luck.

Andrew Davies


1
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Introduction

In this chapter you will learn:


	what makes writing for the screen unique from other writing forms

	the different types of screenplays that exist

	how to get some discipline into your writing day

	about the gatekeeper you have to impress to get your talents and script through to the right people – the Script Reader.
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To make a great movie, you need just three things: a great script, a great script, and a great script.

Alfred Hitchcock, Director

The quality of a movie is, nine times out of ten, due to the quality of the script.

David Puttnam, Producer: Bugsy Malone, Chariots Of Fire, Local Hero, The Killing Fields, etc.
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Why read this book?

This book is written for the starting-out Screenwriter. The aim is not just to guide you through the intricacies and craft of writing for the screen (film, television and DVD), but also to give you guidance on how to approach the industry. Of all the different forms of writing, screenwriting is where creativity interfaces with business the most and you need to feel comfortable and confident when dealing with both. The media like to create a mystique about themselves and their working methods; I prefer to demystify the process.

You may already have a story you want to tell but don’t know how to structure it into a screenplay. Or you may only have the enthusiasm to write, but little idea what to say. However, before you write scene one, there is still a tremendous amount of work to be done.

This book covers the techniques and specialist skills used in writing for the visual medium. It covers the practical questions I and many members of The Screenwriters’ Workshop have been asked over and over again through the years: How do you get your ideas? What questions should I ask about my script or characters? How do I get an agent? How can I protect my copyright? As well as many more.

Many books on screenwriting approach the subject by laying down rigid rules that must be followed, particularly in regard to screenplay structure. This one is different. Here, when any guidelines are set out, I am not declaring “This is the way it must be done.” What I am saying is twofold:


	As a starting-out writer submitting your work to a Producer, Director or Commissioning Editor (i.e. those with the power to make decisions), your script will not be read by them. It will go to one of their Readers for assessment. It is their job, at the lower end of the production hierarchy, to sort through the ‘slush pile’ of unsolicited manuscripts (those not submitted by an agent). These professional Readers are the people you and your script have to get past and impress. And any ‘rules’ this book outlines are the sort of points Readers have been taught and trained to look for in script submissions. And…

	You, the writer, need to know the rules of the game before you can begin to bend and stretch them to your own design.



Writing a script is so much like writing a sonnet: you have very specific boundaries in which to shape a story.

Caroline Thompson, Screenwriter: Edward Scissorhands, The Night Before Christmas, The Secret Garden

Basically, 90 per cent of all scripts submitted are rubbish (for reasons you will discover in this book) and rejected outright. Approximately 10 per cent are worth reading to the end. Of those, perhaps 2 per cent are worth following up and calling the writer in for ‘a chat’, and only 1 per cent are worth further serious consideration. (In Hollywood they claim it’s one script in every 100–130, but it’s nearer one in 200, and rising.) Your script needs to get into that top 2 per cent. This book will help you get there.

It is a distillation of accumulated knowledge and experience gained in the Workshop since it began in 1983, and from my own experiences in the industry as writer, Script Reader, teacher, Script Doctor, film finance broker and Producer, and as chairman of the London Screenwriters’ Workshop. Most of what I teach is based on good films or television I’ve seen and bad scripts I’ve read. You will find this book regularly illustrated with comments and experiences from writers who have made it or are now breaking through into the world of film and television.


[image: art]

Insight

“I am going to destroy your appreciation of movies for life” – I have often started my courses with these words – and it’s true. Because I am going to show you how it’s done. I just urge you, by the end of it, to try to hold on to that childlike sense of wonder you had when you went to see a film for the first time, however tough that may be.
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There has never been a greater time for the industry. Audiences for film and broadcast entertainment are growing, demanding more, new and different experiences. The development of digital technology has meant a potentially limitless expansion of television, cable and satellite channels with the consequent air-time that needs to be filled. There’s also the Internet and the computer games industry now, as well as super-compact video cameras, Web TV, various ‘on demand’ TV portals and a multitude of mobile/cellphone/iPhone/iPad technologies and applications. Indeed, there already exist screenwriting apps for your iPhone (see Chapter 22). The opportunities are there to be grasped.

Finally, this book also supplies checklists (many gained from industry sources) and regular exercises you can use to analyse and assess your own efforts – ‘interactive’ in the truest sense of the word. What it is not is a substitute for your actually writing something – that’s up to you.

Never cross the road without a good script.

Stephen Frears, Director: High Fidelity, The Grifters, Dangerous Liaisons, Dirty Pretty Things, My Beautiful Laundrette
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Original vs. adapted

There are two types of screenplay: original and adapted.

An original screenplay is one written specifically for the screen and not based on any previously produced or published work (e.g. The Sopranos, Amélie, Monsters, Inc., The Sixth Sense, Up, Avatar, Ocean’s Eleven, Pleasantville, CSI, Mad Men, Anchorman, The Wire, Waking Ned, American Pie, Notting Hill, The Usual Suspects, L.A. Confidential, La Haine, American Beauty, Toy Story, Memento, Shakespeare In Love, Gosford Park).

An adapted screenplay is one based on source material. For example:


	a book: e.g. Angela’s Ashes, The Lord Of The Rings, Babe, The Social Network, The Wizard Of Oz, True Grit, The Bourne Ultimatum, The Da Vinci Code, An Education, A Single Man, Revolutionary Road, The Talented Mr. Ripley, Cold Mountain, Harry Potter…, The Sum Of All Fears, Interview With The Vampire, Frankenstein, Schindler’s List, About A Boy, Minority Report, Field Of Dreams, Get Shorty, The Notebook, Shrek, Red Dragon, Jurassic Park, The Firm, The Last Of The Mohicans.

	a play: e.g. Plenty, Richard III, East Is East, Romeo And Juliet, La Cage Aux Folles; or a musical (Chicago, Dreamgirls).

	other media: e.g. Spider-Man, Superman, Batman, The League Of Extraordinary Gentlemen, X-Men, Fantastic Four (comics); Tales Of The City, Bridget Jones’s Diary, Sex And The City (newspaper columns); Mars Attacks! (bubblegum cards); Road To Perdition, The Dark Knight, 300 (graphic novels); The Avengers, The Beverly Hillbillies, The Addams Family, Mission: Impossible, Scooby-Doo, Charlie’s Angels (TV series), Tomb Raider, Resident Evil (computer games), etc.



Stories based on historical events or on ‘real life’ or biographies (e.g. The King’s Speech, Saving Private Ryan, The Hurt Locker, The Blind Side, Erin Brockovich, Ali, A Beautiful Mind, The Dish, Black Hawk Down, Titanic, Flags Of Our Fathers, The Cat’s Meow, Wilde, I Love You Phillip Morris, The Birdman Of Alcatraz, Pearl Harbor, The Queen, World Trade Center, Hollywoodland, Milk, The Iron Lady) are a grey area but tend to be classed as original.

Over 60 per cent of all produced screenplays are adapted, but nearly all first-produced scripts are original. Why? Because screen adaptation is a specialized skill (see Chapter 18) and because, prior to starting a serious adaptation, you need to obtain/buy the rights to the source material. And on a purely business level, a work that already has a built-in fan base in one medium (like a novel) gives a Producer confidence – and a comfort zone – that reduces their perceived risk and makes them feel they can use that base as a springboard to screen popularity.

The rules of good screenwriting, however, apply to both forms.
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Now list five other examples of each type of screenplay. Take a look at the films listed in your local paper. From what you know of them, work out what you think the screenplay credit will be for each film. Then check with the credit block on the film’s poster. Were you right? You might find some posters carry only a simple “screenplay by …” with no reference to whether it is original or adapted. Why do you think that is?
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Screenwriting: a collaborative process

The first thing you should realize is that screenwriting is a collaborative process – often painfully so, and it’s simply a part of the beast you’re going to have to deal with. You may be the sole author of your script, but from the moment you put that final full stop in place and send it to someone, the writer becomes part of a team. If you want total control over every word and image, write a novel or stage play – the only way you’ll achieve it in this game is to direct and produce your own work.

If your script is ‘optioned’ by a producer – where they buy the rights to exploit that property for a set period of time – it will go into ‘development’. Here the Producer will discuss the script with you and probably give you ‘notes’ asking you to rewrite or change certain parts to their suggestions (if amicably agreed) or demands (if not). Once a script goes into pre-production it is subject to input from the Director, actors, set designers, special effects people and technicians. The script will be shaped further during actual shooting (making screen drama is the art of the possible, and budget is the bottom line) and the whole thing can change again in post-production when it is edited.
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Why do you think that filmmakers do not settle for a writer’s original vision? Does collaboration breed creativity or is it a case of too many cooks spoiling the broth?
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If the thought of making changes simply to appease others either bewilders, upsets or angers you, congratulations: you’ve just taken your first step to becoming a Screenwriter!

It is the writer’s screenplay, but the director’s film – get used to it.

William Goldman, Screenwriter/Author: Butch Cassidy And The Sundance Kid, All The President’s Men, Misery, Maverick, etc.

Writer/Director Wolf Rilla called the script a blueprint, and that’s exactly what it is: a diagram of possibilities, used by the production cast and crew to realize the drama. It is created many months, sometimes years, before the production appears on the screen. So at the start of your journey it is important to understand some of the technical parameters and visual possibilities in the screen media.
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Insight

If I am given a script ‘blind’ – i.e. with no author’s information on it – I can often tell the sex, age, education and possibly the background of a writer from reading a script: we tend to write about different subjects and from different perspectives as we pass through each decade of our lives.
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Defining the screenplay

They say film is the major art form of the twentieth century. Certainly, other forms cannot reproduce the camera’s controlled ability to enlarge and focus on what an audience sees, making it seem more real than real. This enlargement and focused intensity generates a level of emotional realism and emotional identification which is incomparable: it is to have this experience that audiences flock to watch the screen.

However, this experience takes place in the mind of the audience – and that is the area you must inhabit. The territory of the Screenwriter is the emotional experience of the audience.

But to say that a screenplay is an emotional experience is not enough. A screenplay structures that emotional experience, giving it direction and meaning and a final climactic moment of catharsis.

The modern mainstream film screenplay may be defined thus: the story of a character who is emotionally engaging and who, at the beginning of the screenplay, is confronted with a problem which creates an inescapable need to reach a specific goal. The attempt to do so inevitably generates almost overwhelming obstacles which are finally overcome by the transformation and growth of that character.
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The ‘snapshot’ nature of screen drama

Every story ever told is a collection of fragments. We don’t recount every scene or detail that happened along the way, we select what we choose to tell (and leave out) and structure it into a good tale – even when we tell a joke.

Screen storytelling – and the screenplay – is the most fragmentary form of storytelling there is (after comic books). A film’s story may take place over several days (or, as in Driving Miss Daisy, several decades) but you only have two hours of screen time to tell it in. So you select those fragments which create something that maintains the illusion of being a coherent and cohesive whole story.

If a novel or stage play – with its capacity to digress, address the audience directly, examine psychological insights, etc. – may be equated to making a home video, then screen drama can be seen as a series of snapshot photographs (i.e. scenes) brought together to create a larger overall picture. It is your job to choose the right snapshots – and learn what to omit – and assemble them in the order that is the most dramatically effective, drawing out the maximum emotional impact.

How do you decide what to omit? You leave out anything that the audience can deduce for itself. If a woman in an office says she is hungry and is going out to get a sandwich, what are the possible scenes? Let’s consider the obvious ones:


	Office. Pam says she’s hungry and is going to get a sandwich.

	Office, near door. Pam puts on her coat and exits.

	Stairs. Pam descends the stairs and reaches the street door. She exits.

	Street. Pam emerges from the door and crosses the street to the sandwich bar.

	Sandwich bar. Pam enters from the street and queues at the counter.

	Queue. Pam moves slowly in the queue and finally reaches the counter.

	Counter. Pam orders a sandwich, waits as it is being made, and is given it in a bag.

	Shop. Pam takes the bag to a nearby table and sits down.

	Table. Pam opens the bag, takes out the sandwich and lifts it to her mouth.

	Mouth. Pam takes a huge bite out of the sandwich. Now she’s happy.
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Now you decide which are the most meaningful steps in the above story. Choose the smallest necessary ones to tell this story coherently (answers: Taking it further). Leave out the steps you think the audience can deduce. To leave steps in, ask yourself: Is this meaningful to the story? Does this move the story forward? Would it damage the sense of the story if it were left out?
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Film and television: similarities and differences

Although both film and television deal in the same visual language and devices, there are a number of purely technical differences that should be initially appreciated.
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	Film
	Television
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	Mainly shot on location with interior scenes shot either in a studio or on location.
	Shot exclusively in a studio. Nearly all scenes are interiors (with occasional filmed exterior inserts).



	A one-camera shoot, with the same scene filmed a number of times: firstly a master shot (a general all-encompassing shot), then separate takes for each of the main characters speaking, followed by any specific close-ups required.
	Usually a three-camera shoot (a general shot including all the main characters and the set, plus one camera each for the main speakers).



	Script format (see Chapter 2) fills the entire page. Dialogue central, description runs across the page.
	Script format (see Chapter 2) uses the right-hand half of the page only. The left-hand is blank, i.e. everything on the right side of the page happens in front of the camera, the left side of the page is what happens behind the camera (this space will be filled in later with camera directions – the technical shooting script).



	Dialogue and (especially) visuals share the task of conveying the story and action.
	Dialogue tends to carry the story and action.



	Can carry numerous characters (possibly from ten upwards) but we focus on one of two specific people.
	Can carry only a few characters (between five and seven). In series and soaps characters appear consistently.




Also, remember the size of the screen – it matters. Film is much larger, demands a more visual kind of storytelling, and writers’ and directors’ ambitions are bigger. Television, although still a visual medium, is more intimate, and because it is more dialogue-driven, there is more reliance on ‘talking heads’ cutting and showing each character as they speak their lines. Moreover, if writing for a commercial TV channel, be aware there will be advertisement breaks and structure it into your script, building into each segment a climax or cliff-hanger that will hook your audience into returning after the break.

It is generally agreed that American films are still more visual than their British and European counterparts, which are considered more literary and more dialogue based. However, things are changing. But when an audience wants a truly moving, exciting, escapist or emotional experience, they still turn to the movies first.
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Insight

It has to be admitted that, since the turn of this century, it is usually television dramas (and especially American TV dramas) that have proven to be the most innovative in their approach to storytelling and structure, and adventurous in their subject matters. And just as Hill Street Blues shook things up in the 1980s, giving us gritty hand-held vérité, so The Sopranos, 24, Mad Men and the like have shaken things up again. These dramas have had the confidence to take things slowly, unfolding a story subtly, peeling away the surface artifice of their subjects layer by layer, exposing the unpleasant reality underneath…They take their time but, when a revelation comes, by the merest of plot twists, it has all the more impact.
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Traditionally, the industry always considered film to be the highest attainment – it was ‘art’ – while television was all that popular stuff that got shoved into people’s homes (just like, if you write for the theatre or novels, you are considered a ‘proper writer’). Hence, TV was snobbishly regarded by the industry as the poorer inferior sibling to cinema. But in recent years, initially with the productions of Steven Bochco (see above), and then with The Sopranos, we’ve seen some television productions aiming at the scope, complexity and ambition – and budgets – of movies (The Wire, Mad Men, 24, Lost, Heroes, Deadwood). Now everyone in the industry recognizes this equality and talents move fluidly between both mediums without hesitation (John Adams, Boardwalk Empire, Firefly/Serenity, Downton Abbey).

The fact remains, however, that with cinema, people have to make a conscious decision to see it, to travel and pay money to experience it. And being in a cinema is what they call a ‘total experience’ – even if that experience includes rustling sweet papers, chattering voices behind you and texting on cellphones.

Unlike film, theatre is done on nothing and everybody is so nice. When the money comes in, so do the talentless pricks.

Jez Butterworth, Writer/Director: Mojo, Birthday Girl

An old actors’ maxim that might well be applied to writers is: they do theatre for the love of it, do television for the exposure and films for the money. Certainly money is in inverse proportion to the artistic fulfilment involved, but it also increases the more collaborative the process. And screenwriting is a collaborative craft.

I am proud to say that twenty-three people contributed to the script for A Fish Called Wanda.

John Cleese, Actor, Writer and Producer
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Starting out

It is so easy for writers to spend all their time thinking or talking about writing rather than actually doing it. When you sit down and face that blank piece of paper there are thousands of reasons for not doing it (making the tea, reading the newspaper, watching TV). Of course you should ruminate on your ideas and script, but it’s easy to do this at the expense of actually getting something written down. It’s a good excuse, but it’s still an excuse. So:
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WRITE – Or Be Written Off
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Think of it this way: writing is like a muscle that you need to keep exercising every day, even if it’s for only 30 minutes.

However raw the script, the voice should be apparent and still excite. Speak in your own voice and your originality will shine through. The craft can always develop later.

Tony Marchant, Screenwriter: Holding On, Goodbye Cruel World, Swallow, Crime And Punishment

Don’t expect a fully formed script to be delivered from the very start, or expect your own style to emerge directly onto the page at first effort. It really is a case of: write and write and keep on writing until you have written all the rubbish out of your system. It takes a while for you to discover your own voice. Often you will find other people telling you what your style is, which is why professional writers always recommend joining a writers’ group for informed, constructive feedback. Remember:
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Writers Train By Writing
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It is also very easy for the writer to keep exerting energies on the same scene or sequence, writing and rewriting over and over again attempting to get it just right. In reality all you do is plough the same furrow, digging deeper and deeper while never actually reaching the end of your story.

So give yourself permission to write rubbish: don’t set out to write it, but don’t get hung up on it either. Get it written down first, then move on to the next scene until you reach the end. The time to revise is after you’ve got something on paper. In Art Arthurs’ famous words:
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Don’t Get It Right – Get It Written
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Writing a screenplay is a process of moving step by step towards your vision of how it should be. Accept those steps. Don’t try to rush them. Relax and enjoy the process. And whatever you do, don’t even attempt a rewrite until you have finished your first exploratory draft.
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Think Visual
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The screen is primarily a visual medium, so learn to think like a camera. The standard maxim states: ‘Show – Don’t Tell.’ Remember this always. But never forget that the territory of the Screenwriter is the page; it is your job to translate those images into words and the job of your script to create the movie in the mind of the Reader – hook them, engage them, tell a great story that keeps them turning those pages until the end. Start to change the nature of your thinking processes: think visually and you will start to write visually.

The one thing Corolco did say when they bought Basic Instinct off me was: it was superbly crafted and they paid that amount of money because the script conjured the movie from the page.

Joe Eszterhas, Screenwriter: Jagged Edge, Music Box, Flashdance
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Look And Learn
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Finally, immersing yourself in the medium is essential. Screenwriters are mostly self-taught by way of reading published scripts, analysing DVDs and attending the occasional course. Indeed, much of it needs to be self-taught: a process of trial and error. So watch as much of it as possible. Read all the scripts you can lay your hands on. However, make sure they are original script drafts and not ones specially ‘adapted’ for book publication, as some are – see Chapter 22 for many useful websites and Taking it further (at the end of this book) for retail suppliers. But look and read with a critical eye. Use the points covered in this book to analyse the productions. Why does one film work and another fall flat? Look for the acts, character development, plots and subplots, scenes and sequences, dialogue and subtext, etc. What made you keep turning one script’s pages while another was a plodding read? Did the script create the movie in your mind? How did it achieve this? Was the style of writing particularly lively, gripping or funny? Did that translate to the screen version? What effect did it have on you – the audience? Learn from others, both those who have succeeded and those who have produced turkeys.

 

	IMPORTANT NOTE: The audience


Throughout this book, whenever the term audience is used, it means TWO things:

(i)    the people watching the screen and

(ii)   the person reading your script for the first time.

Bear this in mind at all times – not just when reading this book, but every time you sit down to write your script.
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Your writing day: self-discipline and time management

You need commitment to write a good screenplay. To succeed you must be willing to discipline yourself and put in the work.

Joe Eszterhas, Screenwriter: Basic Instinct, Jagged Edge

I just treat it as a job, like any other job, except it’s better paid. I get to work by 10 and, apart from lunch, work through till about 6 or 7, then I knock off.

Paul Attanasio, Screenwriter: Quiz Show, Disclosure, Donnie Brasco, The Sum Of All Fears, Homicide: Life On The Streets

The first step is possibly your toughest: learn self-discipline. Remember that this muscle needs daily exercise: the more you do it, the stronger it becomes. If you have limited time, set yourself a daily minimum word target (like Kingsley Amis’s 500 words a day). Don’t worry so much about the quality, the idea is to get into the habit. The secret is to know yourself, how and at which times of the day you function best, and under what ideal circumstances. We are all different. You need to discover that best time within yourself, and exploit that period to the fullest – regularly. Make an appointment with yourself – and keep it.

I try to give myself deadlines and write in my calendar “First draft due one month from now”; I plan that out and try to meet those deadlines. I need a deadline because it is so easy to do something else.

Tom Schulman, Screenwriter: Dead Poets Society Honey I Shrunk the Kids
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Insight

Brian Clemens (Creator/Writer/Producer of many respected works from The Avengers and The Professionals to Highlander II and Diagnosis Murder) told me his writing discipline was formed early on when he worked for an Italian producers team who were ‘banging out’ one TV movie per week. At the end of each shoot, they would present him with the three main sets from last week’s film (e.g. interior: submarine + interior: warehouse + interior: police station) and instruct him to create a brand-new 50-minute TV drama from them by the end of the week. In his two years working to this schedule, he learned all about discipline – and deadlines. Try it yourself.

[image: art]



It’s all down to self-discipline and learning how to manage your time. There is no ‘wrong’ way of going about creativity. Just because nobody else has done it your way before, or you know of no one working in this way, does not make it wrong or any less valid. Your rule should be:
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Whatever You Feel Works Best For You – Do It
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You’ve got a screenplay, 120 pages, there’s a lot of white spaces, and it’s full of double-spacing. There’s no reason why you can’t write three pages a day; it’s not like writing three pages a day of a novel. Not many words, not many words.

William Goldman

Some interesting websites worth exploring (both from Jurgen Wolff, a name you will hear more of): tameyourinnercritic.com. and timetowrite.com.

Also have a look at the book: Kenneth Atchity, Writing: Making the Most of Your Time (Thomas & Lochar).
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Insight

As a paid writer, you will find your attitude to money changes. Most people, when they get a decent payment for work done, think: “What things can I buy with this? A new suit? A new carpet or dishwasher?” But when a writer gets paid, they think: “How much writing time does this buy me? A week? A month? Half a year?”
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The role of the Script Reader

As already mentioned, the Script Reader is the industry’s first line of defence against the writer. They work alone, unseen, are poorly paid and they wield a huge amount of power over the new writer. Few writers have a good word to say about them, but Readers are considered a necessary evil by the industry. Production executives simply don’t have the time to read through the vast numbers of screenplays submitted to them. Many are so badly written or poorly conceived they need to be sifted out before anything with the slightest potential is found. Script Readers are the screening process that filters out most of the rubbish. Once a screenplay has been read, the Reader will present a one or two-page review (called a ‘coverage’) to the Producer or Head of Development. This assessment will give a brief plot summary followed by the Reader’s personal comments and conclude with two recommendations: one for the script and one for the writer. This recommendation will usually take the form of one word: Pass, Consider or Recommend. A sample blank Reader’s report sheet is shown in Figure 1.1

It is possible that the recommendation for the writer will be different to that for the script. You may have a great hook and an interesting story (Recommend) but it may be badly written (Pass).

If a Reader does not recommend a script by an unknown writer, it will be rejected automatically. If they do recommend the script it will be passed on to the people who count. So your first task is to get past the Reader with a positive recommendation – for you and your script.

Before reading a script, the Reader will first pick it up and feel the weight – does it feel like the right length? Then they will look at the last page number – shorter scripts are read first, the longer ones left till last. For feature films, a script of 90–100 pages will put a smile on the Reader’s face; even up to 110 pages is acceptable. The maximum acceptable is 120 pages. I know it sounds silly – ideally a script is as long as a script is – but there are good reasons, and it is important to keep the Reader on the writer’s side. If a Reader is put off by a heavy script, they will approach it with a negative attitude.

Next, the Reader will run their thumb over the page edges and fan the script briefly, gauging the ratio of black print to white paper on the page (they want to see lots of white). Is it written to the right layout and does it look like a proper screenplay? Layout and presentation are important (Chapter 2).

Then they will read the first ten (nowadays possibly just five) pages, skip to read the last five pages, followed by reading a couple of randomly chosen scenes from the middle of the script. If they are satisfied and impressed, they will then read the complete screenplay from page one to the end.

You get them to do this by making your script interesting, engaging and easy to read. It has to work on screen, in the mind of the Reader and on the page too. So many scripts, although they may be structurally perfect and may make great movies, are incredibly boring on paper. Your job is to Seduce The Reader.
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Figure 1.1 Sample coverage (Reader’s Report) sheet.

Getting past the Reader is just your first step, but, as with all first steps, it could be the one that trips you up. This book will help you get through that barrier. The journey starts here.
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Insight

There are a number of reasons why you should offer to be a Script Reader, even as an unpaid intern (which is how one is usually taken on). OK, so it is one of the most soul-destroying jobs in the industry but: (1) you will be astonished at the numbers of junk scripts that get sent to producers, each convinced these are great works of creativity; and (2) it will make you feel “Well, maybe my scripts aren’t so bad after all.” Believe me, you can learn as much – possibly more? – about screenwriting from ploughing through badly written screenplays as you can from reading a great one.

[image: art]



Why did Miramax pick up The English Patient? Because it was the best script I’d read all year.

Harvey Weinstein, M.D., Miramax Films

The script (The Full Monty) was so good that we gave it the green light within a few weeks of receiving it.

Jim Wilson, Director of Production, Fox Searchlight, L.A.

Some handy websites for you to visit:

    dannystack.blogspot.com/2005/10/script-reader-uk.html

    groups.yahoo.com/group/ScriptReader

    quickstopentertainment.com/news/jan03/156.html [Article: Day Two in the Life of a Hollywood Script Reader]

    StudioReaderStan.com

The hardest thing is to get a good script. Once you’ve got that, everything else is so much easier. But just getting it on paper so that I can trust my blueprint, that’s the toughie.

Ridley Scott, Director: Alien, Blade Runner, Gladiator, etc.
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THINGS TO REMEMBER


	Everything starts with the script: the expression in text of what is visual on the screen.

	Whoever you send your script to, it will be read by a Script Reader – a lowly employee paid to filter out the good from the (mostly) rubbish submitted.

	You need to get past the barrier of this Script Reader to get it read by people that count.

	Readers have been taught to look for certain key elements in a script (some people consider them to be ‘rules’).

	There are no ‘rules’, more like guidelines – but you need to know them before you can start to bend or break them to your own design.

	Screenplays are made up of either original stories or adapted ones (from some other original source).

	Screenwriting is a collaborative process; you become part of a team. It’s the Screenwriter’s script but it’s the Director’s movie – get used to it.

	The creation of a screen story is a series of ‘snapshots’ that show only that information which the audience needs to know, and does it in a Visual language.

	In this book, whenever I use the term ‘audience’, I mean both the people watching the screen and the person reading your script for the first time.

	Discipline – and self-discipline – are crucial to becoming a writer: the seat of the pants to the seat of the chair. The more you do it, the stronger you get.
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Screenplay layout: your visual language

In this chapter you will learn:


	how to put your screenplay in the right format

	how to present your work, and yourself, to the industry.
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Get hold of a professionally formatted script and note everything, from simple instructions like INT. and EXT. to the exact length, and never stray from that format. You might submit a masterpiece but if it’s not properly laid out, the Reader may give up after scene one.

Lynda La Plante, Writer: Prime Suspect, Widows, Trial And Retribution, Framed, etc.

Before starting the creative journey it is important to establish some basic details about how scripts are laid out on the page and the technical language used.

The first thing to understand is:
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Correct Presentation And Layout (Format) Are The First Essential Steps To Selling Your Screenplay
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So play by the format rules – some are flexible, many are not. Their purpose is clarity and communication, to make your script an easy read for the Reader. Don’t fight them – use them.

All scripts submitted must be typed, on white A4-sized paper and on one side of each sheet. Any which are not are always returned unread. If sending to the USA, remember they prefer 8½" × 11" paper. They should also be typed using 12-point Courier New font.

The reasons for this are:


	it’s an easy read

	it helps the Reader time a script. Film format: 1 page of script = 1 minute of screen time. TV format: (generally) 1 page = 30–40 seconds of screen time

	it allows other Readers in the production process to understand quickly the content of the scripts and the intent of the writer.



Many novice screenwriters put enormous energy into perfecting their story, structure, characters and dialogue, yet forget the packaging. In this business, both content and packaging are critical. Producers and agents feel that a writer professional enough to get the packaging right is also professional enough to script a strong story. Hence, it is essential you get hold of some properly formatted scripts (both film and TV) – see Chapters 22 and Taking it further. Reading them will soon show you what you can and can’t change. Your aim is a professional, readable script.
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Pages

Covers and title pages will be covered in Chapter 14. Page one is your first page of text. Pages are numbered in the top right-hand corner or the centre bottom of the page. Also on page one:


	Feature film format: You do not place the title at the top of the page. The first information to appear is FADE IN: in the top left-hand corner (FADE OUT. appears in the bottom right-hand corner of the last page, at the end of your script).

	Television format: UK (taped/studio) scripts have their own specialized layout (see Figure 2.2). Commercial TV scripts have a break (for the ads) and are labelled Part One and Part Two, etc.



All TV shot on film, TV films and mini-series use film format. All American teleplays (including sitcoms) use film format and are written in acts (two acts for half an hour, four acts for one hour), and this is typed at the top of the page above FADE IN. Each act begins on a new page. Note that with filmed or taped series the series name is also included. Each act begins with FADE IN and ends with FADE OUT.
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Figure 2.1 Sample film script layout.
Source: Four Weddings And A Funeral © Richard Curtis
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Figure 2.2 Sample television script layout

Source: Red Dwarf VI (Episode 3: ‘Gunmen of the Apocalypse’) © Rob Grant & Doug Naylor

 

	Note


The most notable thing about the first page of most film scripts is they contain little, if any, dialogue: you are trying to set the scene and atmosphere, establish your main character, intrigue us, draw the audience in, and get the Reader to read the full screenplay, not just the dialogue (they easily do!). Think visual.
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Insight

An experiment I have often used with actors and writers: Sit down, in a room on your own, in total silence and





Scene headings























	Scenes are never numbered in writers’ scripts in film format. They only get numbered in later production drafts. However, UK TV scripts generally do have numbered scenes (check the series format first). American TV is as per film format.

	Scene headings are generally not underlined, though this is sometimes practised in UK television formats.

	Always double-space between the heading and the text and between scenes.




Scene direction









	    v.o.
	(voice-over)



	    o.s.
	(off screen)



	    M.O.S.
	(without sound)



	    P.O.V.
	(point of view)



	    f.g.
	(foreground)



	    m.g.
	(mid-ground)



	    b.g.
	(background)





KAREN (v.o.)
I had a farm in Africa.








Insight







Camera angles






	    LS
	(LONG SHOT)



	    MS
	MEDIUM SHOT)



	    CS
	(CLOSE SHOT)



	    C/U
	(CLOSE UP e.g. of the face)



	    Tight C/U
	(e.g. on the eyes alone)



	    Two-shot
	MS of two characters



	    Three-shot
	MS of three characters…etc.










Insight






Montages


MONTAGE:



	    A –	The volcano ERUPTS ash and fire into the sky.



	    B –	People run wildly through the streets. PANIC.



	    C –	Looting of stores. People running with armfuls of clothing and food.



	    D –	Military police trying to restore order.



	    E –	Planes flying overhead.


















Paragraphing



Entrances and exits







	   FADE IN
	(always at the start of a script)



	   FADE OUT
	(at the very end)



	   DISSOLVE TO:
	



	   FADE TO BLACK
	



	   FREEZE FRAME
	






Character cues



Actor direction


JOHN
(sarcastically)
This is gonna be a great party.



JOHN
(to Sandra)
Where’s my shirt?



JAN
Griffin Mill’s office… one
moment.
    (to Griffin)
Bonnie Sherow.




JOHN
(hitting Sandra)
Where’s my shirt?


JOHN
Where’s my shirt?



Dialogue





	(i)
	THE ANGEL
(not even breathing hard)
I’ll let you fall down for free






Maverick was mine anyway…
(beat)…’cept now it’s personal.



	(ii)
	THE ANGEL
(not even breathing hard)
I’ll let you fall down for free






Maverick was mine anyway…
(beat)…’cept now it’s personal.



JOHN
I never said that. No, I distinctly remember.



JOHN
I didn’t mean to do this.
I hope you can understand.


JOHN
You see, I really am so sorry
about all this mess.



Sound





















MR. BLONDE
“Clowns to the left of me
Jokers to the right. Here I am,
Stuck in the middle with you.”








Insight























THINGS TO REMEMBER


	All screenplays are written to a rigid set of layout rules – and with correct spelling and grammar.

	Correct format and presentation are essential because if it is not submitted in the proper layout, the script will not get read.

	Correct format is essential because, when assessing a script, Readers scan the page downwards and not side-to-side.

	Correct format is essential because the accepted industry shorthand is: one page of script equals one minute of screen time.

	Film format may differ in layout to TV format but increasingly most screenplays are written in film format.
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