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PRAISE FOR THE 90-DAY SCREENPLAY

If youre serious about your writing, buy this book. Even as a working professional, I refer back to it constantly. Theres a kind of relaxed, organic approach to the instruction that feeds your creativity instead of robbing it with hard-and-fast rules about writing. The exercises presume that your unconscious knows exactly what the story is about and how it should lay out. All you have to do is get quiet and not interfere with the process. I love that idea because it takes all the pressure off. The more we try to force or muscle the story into shape, the more we get away from what its really about. Als book is incredibly clear and accessible. You dont need to have any background at all in screenwriting to follow it. The 90-Day Screenplay is a great addition to any writers library.

-JESSICA SHARZER
(writer, co-executive producer American Horror Story)

I am blown away by The 90-Day Screenplay! Im applying the principles to my current works in process  as I will for all future projects. It is helping to reshape my understanding of character and story. This invaluable tool will never be far from my side.

- PAMELA FALK
(screenwriter of The Wedding Planner)

Rather than just a blueprint for cookie-cutter storytelling, The 90-Day Screenplay provides a road map to explore all those tangled corners of the soul where the best stories are hiding. This book is a boundless resource, filled with simple yet profound instruction, and should be state-mandated reading at the front gates of Hollywood.

- AARON LEE
(writer/producer, Family Guy, The New Normal)

The 90-Day Screenplay is not just for writers, but for producers who want to know how their product is made.

- DAVID STREIT
(co-producer of Internal Affairs, Rivers Edge)

Alan Watt understands that you cannot think your way to a good screenplay. You dream it into being. The 90-Day Screenplay makes sure that you capture the dream before your left brain has a chance to banish it with doubt and judgment.

- ALLISON BURNETT
(screenwriter of Autumn in New York, Feast of Love, Gone)

Alan Watts step-by-step journey through the creative screenwriting process is wise, illuminating and encouraging from start to finish. More importantly, it will help you start, finish and not get lost on page 42. Its the best 90-day investment Ive made yet. - JorDan rane (Scriptapaloozas Grand Prize Winner for his screenplay GOAT) In a field littered with formulaic pap, Watts approach has heart and soul. Ive been a professional writer for nearly three decades, including a rewrite on a script that won an Academy Award, and for my money this is the best screenwriting guide on the market today.

- PHILIP MCGRADE
(writer, Brand X, The Late Late Show with Craig Ferguson)

Whether youre a first time writer or a seasoned professional, Alan Watt guides you, inspires you, teaches you, and ultimately demands that you write your screenplay. Why? Because nobody but you can tell it. He gives you the tools needed to unlock the heart of your story, with the confidence to follow your instincts. A true gift! Read the book. And then... read it again!

- NANCY NEUFELD CALLAWAY
(writer, MarriedWith Children, In Living Color)

The 90-Day Screenplay is a game-changer. This is not a book that sits on your shelf. Its a proven process for anyone who has ever wanted to write a screenplay but has been too frozen by panic to get off their ass and do it. I wish Id had this book when I started. It would have saved me five years of laying on the couch and shuddering in dread for fear of the unknown.

- HOWARD BUSGANG
(writer/executive producer Boy Meets World, Working the Engels)
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INTRODUCTION

In 1998, I was invited to teach a summer screenwriting course at UCLA. I was fairly new to Los Angeles, and although I had yet to sell a screenplay I had signed with a big-shot agency and was getting meetings around town for my scripts. There was only one problem: I couldnt write a third act. Not really. I wrote interesting characters, compelling scenes, and dramatic set pieces, but deep down I knew that the whole never amounted to more than the sum of its parts. I had read every book on screenwriting and attended every seminar, but my scripts never quite came together in that magical way that happened in my favorite movies.

The reason, though I wasnt aware of it at the time, is that I was trying to control the process. In trying to figure out the story, I was not making myself available to the full reaches of my imagination. In my attempt to follow the rules outlined by all the books and classes, I had lost connection to the primal impulse that was guiding me.

In my experience, most Hollywood screenwriting books and workshops are taught by story analysts rather than working writers. In fact, most screenwriting books approach story from a left-brain perspective, deconstructing the work of other screenplays with the tacit notion that writing a script is simply a matter of figuring out how to assemble a series of parts into a satisfying whole. It is akin to doing an autopsy in order to discover what it means to be human. The fact is that each story is unique and has an infinite number of parts moving in concert. We cannot possibly contain all of this information in our pre-frontal cortex. We dont have the bandwidth.

However, our subconscious does.

Our subconscious is the seat of our genius. It makes connections and constructs patterns we may only recognize in retrospect. Our job is not to figure out our story, but rather, to keep our left-brain busy by asking it the right questions in order for our subconscious to do its work. When we get stuck, we tend to ask ourselves questions like, Why is this so difficult? And our trusty brain gives us answers. It tells us that we did not have a sufficiently difficult childhood to be a writer, or that we are undereducated, or overeducated, or any number of other excuses to keep us from getting our story onto the page.

In 2002, I founded L.A. Writers Lab (now alanwatt.com) and over the past decade, through working with hundreds of writers, a method emerged. The 90-Day Screenplay is about giving our conscious mind specific tasks and goals so that our subconscious can do the heavy lifting. In this way, we are marrying the wildness of our imagination to the rigor of story structure.

The 90-Day Screenplay is a workbook divided into four sections. The first section is AN OVERVIEW OF THE PROCESS and provides an in-depth discussion of dilemma as the source of story. Part Two is THE 90-DAY SCREENPLAY WORKSHOP. The first four weeks of this section are spent exploring the world of the screenplay while allowing an outline to emerge. The next four weeks are spent writing the first draft. The remaining five weeks are devoted to the rewrite and tidying up loose ends. Part Three contains a series of WRITING EXERCISES as well as a story structure worksheet. Part Four discusses the basics of HOW TO FORMAT A SCREENPLAY.

The goal of this book is simple: we will finish our screenplay in three months from initial idea, through first draft, to completion of the rewrite.

Lets get started.

AL WATT

Los Angeles
January 2014
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AN OVERVIEW OF THE PROCESS

You may be reading this book because you tried to write a screenplay and got stuck halfway through. Or perhaps your script did not turn out the way you imagined it; you gave it to some friends and the ones that were honest told you that the second act sagged, or that the characters werent believable, or that the ending didnt work, or they werent quite sure what it was about (Is this supposed to be a comedy?). Of course, art is subjective, but when we hear the same note repeatedly, its time to listen.

Many screenwriters talk about the importance of getting the script down quickly. William Goldman claims to write most of his screenplays in three months. Paul Schrader famously had five screenplays produced in one year. He once said, If it takes a year to write the first draft, its probably lousy. If it takes a few weeks, you might have something. The typical studio contract stipulates twelve weeks for the delivery of a screenplay. The point is that when we write our first draft quickly, we tend to bypass our critical voices and the results are often surprising.

MONTH ONE:
IMAGINING THE WORLD OF THE STORY

The first step in The 90-Day Screenplay process is simply imagining the world of our story. When we attempt to plot out our story, we may find ourselves writing our idea of the story. This is where screenwriters get stuck. Its not that our idea is wrong  its just that it is probably not the whole story. The story resides in our subconscious, and when we allow our subconscious a period of time to play, our characters spring to life. Imagining the world means imagining our characters in relationship to each other and scribbling down the images, ideas, and fragments of dialogue that emerge. There is a series of stream-of-consciousness writing exercises (found in Part Three) that will prove helpful in allowing the world of your story to emerge. From this initial work, we will begin to incorporate the structure questions (also found in Part Three) which speak to the key stages in our heros journey. These questions are designed to trigger the subconscious and lead us to scenarios we might not have otherwise imagined.

MONTH TWO:
WRITING THE FIRST DRAFT

Armed with a sense of a beginning, middle, and end, we can begin writing our first draft. We are going to write the first draft quickly. When we pause to edit, we tend to get stuck. We are going to set small goals for ourselves based on the plot points from our outlines. In the first week we will write Act One. Weeks two and three will cover Act Two. And, in week four, we will complete Act Three. We may underwrite or overwrite, the goal is to just get it all down.

MONTH THREE:
THE REWRITE

The rewrite process begins by doing a second outline. As a result of writing the first draft, we now understand our story more clearly. In the rewrite, we will explore the most effective order of events while searching for ways to clarify the meaning. The rewrite process involves both left and right brain working in concert as we generate new material, while simultaneously analyzing the existing content. Although, in general, we are moving through the script in chronological order, the process is quite different than the first draft. We may likely find ourselves jumping around a little more, noticing that the changes made in Act One affect material in Act Two and Three. The most important aspect of the rewrite process is to continually return to the question: What is this thing about? Our work will become more dynamic and specific as we anchor it to its theme.





DILEMMA:
THE SOURCE OF OUR STORY

At the heart of every story lies a dilemma. It is not a question of whether our protagonist has a dilemma, but rather, how effectively it has been explored. By exploring our protagonists dilemma, we are led to the most dynamic version of our story. The dilemma is our storys source, from which all tension and conflict arise. Exploring the dilemma helps distill our story to its clearest meaning. It sheds light on what does not belong, those random digressions that are not germane to the central conflict and that may obfuscate its meaning. It offers clues to what still needs to be rewritten and leads us to the most effective order of events.

By definition, a dilemma cannot be figured out. In order to connect to it, we must become invested in our characters. Sometimes there can be a tendency to hold so tightly to our idea of our characters that we choke them into submission and are left with two-dimensional versions of what they could have been. By inquiring into the dilemma, we are free to explore our characters in surprising ways, and our screenplay can move inexorably to a climax that reveals a transformation.

STORY MAXIM #1: The purpose of story is to reveal a transformation.

An understanding of transformation is crucial to having anything more than an intellectual relationship to our storys dilemma. When we think of the word transformation, it may conjure images of some grand occurrence, a vision of enlightenment, but transformation is simply a shift in perception. It is the moment when we see something in a new way. Yet, when we have seen something a particular way our entire life, and then, in an instant, we see it differently, it is both miraculous and as common as dirt. When a transformation occurs, the tension vanishes, the fight disappears, and we are left with a new understanding.

WHAT IS A DILEMMA?

A dilemma is a problem that cannot be solved without creating another problem. Many writing books talk about the dramatic problem, the thing that the protagonist is attempting to solve or overcome throughout the story. However, after years of working with screenwriters and novelists, I have discovered that the notion of a dramatic problem actually limits the writers understanding of his story. When we approach our story as if our protagonist is struggling with a problem, we tend to try to figure out a way to fix it, which can short-circuit our work, because underlying our protagonists apparent problem is a dilemma. By inquiring into the dilemma, we begin to understand the nature of our theme, and consequently, we see our story from a wider perspective.

STORY MAXIM #2: Problems are SOLVED, while dilemmas are RESOLVED through a shift in perception.

It is unlikely that most screenwriters are even conscious of their storys dilemma. In fact, I have talked to successful writers who only seem to have a vague sense of it. They are aware of the mechanics  that each scene must contain tension, and that this tension should build through the story to its eventual climax. This alone is not always enough to create a thoroughly satisfying story. By exploring the nature of the dilemma, we are led to more dynamic situations for our characters.

PLOT VERSUS THEME

Plot can be defined as the series of obstacles our protagonist encounters and overcomes throughout the story. When we explore these problems as a whole, we begin to notice underlying patterns that reveal the dilemma, which relates directly to our theme. Typically, we tend to see our situations as problems. We may believe that if only we got the promotion our life would be better, or that if we lost weight, or quit smoking, or got a girlfriend, or moved out of our parents basement, then everything would be just fine.

Beneath these apparent problems is a deeper reason for why we have not accomplished our goal. The fact is that the meaning we attach to our goal actually prevents us from achieving it. It is not that our desire is bad or wrong; it is that until we reframe our reason for wanting something, we are forever in bondage to the object of our desire. If I believe that when I find true love I will be complete, I may set out on a quest to find a mate only to discover that no one makes me feel complete. I end the relationships, only to repeat the pattern again. It is only after I reframe my relationship to completeness and recognize that the experience must come from within that it becomes possible to find a lasting relationship. Or I might think that when I get a promotion, I will be validated, but until the validation comes from within, my desire to be approved of is never satisfied.

In other words, it is literally impossible for me to experience validation through my goal of rising through the ranks. It is only by resolving my dilemma through reframing my relationship to validation that it becomes possible to get the promotion, if the promotion belongs in my life. Sometimes, at the end of the story, the protagonist discovers that the thing he wanted no longer matters to him and that the journey was necessary simply for him to reframe his values.

WHERE DID OUR STORY COME FROM?

Perhaps our story began as a premise, a character, or even a single image, but beneath these impulses was a subconscious quest for resolution. The creative impulse seeks to make order from chaos, to contextualize a series of events with the intention of making new meaning from them. As storytellers, were drawn to unresolved situations. Will Jimmy Stewart leave Bedford Falls? Will Dorothys dreams come true somewhere over the rainbow? Will Harry Potter triumph over Lord Voldemort?

These questions appear to present a problem, but they actually provide a context through which we can explore the resolution to a dilemma. If Jimmy Stewart did leave Bedford Falls at the end of Its a Wonderful Life we would be disappointed because he would not have resolved his dilemma and learned that his life was already wonderful. Similarly, if Dorothys dreams did come true somewhere over the rainbow, we would miss the point, and if Harry Potter simply destroyed Lord Voldemort, and that was the end of it, there would be no context for the theme, which is that good and evil must coexist.

STORY MAXIM #3: The desire to write is connected to the desire to resolve something we seek to understand.

By exploring the dilemma in our screenplay, we often see where it exists in our life. By exploring its resolution in our life, we often find its resolution in our screenplay.

EXAMPLES OF DILEMMAS

A dilemma is not a theme, yet, it is the vehicle through which every theme is explored. It provides the ongoing conflict that leads to the protagonists surrender of his false belief and, finally, his shift in perception, where the dilemma is resolved. This is by no means an exhaustive list of examples:


	I want love and acceptance, but I dont want to reveal myself. (Roxanne, Catch Me if You Can, Lars and the Real Girl, City Lights, Burn After Reading, The Breakfast Club, Tootsie)

	I want to succeed, but not at the expense of losing my integrity. (The Social Network, The Candidate, Wall Street, Working Girl, Network, Say Anything, The Ides of March, Jerry Maguire, Man on the Moon, Amadeus)

	I want to move on, but I cannot say goodbye. (Ordinary People, The Lovely Bones, The Sixth Sense)

	I want to know what happens when I die, so that I will know how to live. (Harold and Maude)

	I want to live, but not like this. (Coming Home, Whose Life is it Anyway?, The Deer Hunter, Cool Hand Luke, Night, Mother, Groundhog Day, The Shawshank Redemption, After Hours, Seven, Gandhi, Titanic)

	I want to let go of the past, but Im afraid to come clean. (Walk the Line, Dead Man Walking, Clean and Sober)

	I want to be loyal, but I dont want to betray my values. (The Godfather, Rivers Edge, On the Waterfront, The In-Laws, Serpico, Schindlers List, The Sound of Music)

	I want to commit, but I dont want to lose my freedom. (When Harry Met Sally, Shes Having a Baby, Runaway Bride, My Best Friends Wedding, An Officer and a Gentleman)

	I want power/control, in order to gain respect. (Goodfellas, Glengarry Glen Ross, This is Spinal Tap, The Producers, Ruthless People)

	I want to fulfill my dream, but I dont want to give up what I have. (Little Miss Sunshine, The Wedding Singer, Ed Wood, The People v.s. Larry Flynt, The 40-Year Old Virgin, Risky Business, Dog Day Afternoon)



Notice that dilemmas are visceral. They engage the imagination and create an emotional response. Notice, also, that every single character in the story wants the same thing, though this desire manifests itself in very different ways. This is because our characters are all a function of the story, thus they all constellate around the dilemma. For example, each character in The Godfather struggles with loyalty. Its not just Michael Corleone who is torn between his love for Kay and his loyalty to his mafia family. His father, Vito, struggles with his loyalty to the values of his past, and the new wave of drugs that threaten to disrupt his family business. Kay is loyal to Michael, even as she watches their love dissolve. Hot-tempered Sonny is loyal to Pop, even as he is passed over as head of the family for the more stable Michael. Each character constellates around this struggle for loyalty, leading to a climax where the theme becomes clear: our desire to be loyal at the expense of our core values leads to the betrayal of self and others.

DILEMMA TRANSCENDS GENRE

Dilemma is not a function of genre. Although there are basic rules to genre  in a romantic comedy, the couple will probably end up together, and in a thriller the hero will discover that hes incapable of overpowering the villain through force and must change in order to succeed  there is no formula that we can apply in exploring the dilemma at the heart of our story. Each dilemma has infinite manifestations, and yet, when distilled to its nature, it is universal.

HOW DO WE IDENTIFY THE DILEMMA IN OUR SCREENPLAY?

There are two ingredients to a dilemma:

1) A powerful desire

2) A false belief

Without a powerful desire, the protagonist will not pursue his goal to the climax. The stakes must be life and death. If he does not succeed his life will be unimaginable.

Notice also how each dilemma contains a false belief. A character wants to be in a relationship, but he believes that it will limit his freedom. The meaning he makes out of his desire actually creates a double bind, and it is impossible to achieve his goal until he reframes that meaning.

DESIRE: OUR PROTAGONISTS GOAL

If we believe love will make us complete, we might set out on a search for love and misinterpret each relationship that does not make us feel complete as an absence of love. Or we might seek success because we believe it will bring us joy, and, with each achievement, we find ourselves despairing at the elusiveness of joy. As long as our goal is tied to an idea of the experience it should provide, it will be forever beyond our reach. By exploring the meaning our protagonist makes out of his goal, we begin to glimpse his dilemma.

STORY MAXIM #4: Our protagonist never rids himself of his desire. He never stops wanting love, success, validation, or acceptance. However, when he reframes the meaning he makes out of his desire, he is no longer ruled by it.

EVERY STORY BEGINS WITH A FALSE BELIEF

As the purpose of story is to reveal a transformation, the arc of the story moves from a place of not knowing to knowing. Whether the story illustrates the journey from fear to love, ignorance to wisdom, revenge to forgiveness, or denial to acceptance, it is through the protagonists false belief that our reader is led to a new understanding. It is not that our protagonists belief is incorrect; it is just not the whole story. The protagonists false belief is going to be tested through the story, and this will lead him to a new understanding. In The Firm, the protagonist, Mitch McDeere, believes that money will solve his problems. He takes a well paying job with a firm that he knows nothing about and soon discovers that he is working for the mob and can never get out. It is true that money can solve some of his problems, but until he is willing to lose everything, he is a hostage to this false belief.

We tend to focus on our immediate problem rather than on its underlying cause. Lets say that our protagonist, Bill, has a few drinks at the bar, and, while driving home, he gets a DUI. At this point, he most assuredly has a problem, but beneath his problem may be a dilemma. Perhaps Bill is an alcoholic and wants to get sober but believes that he cannot survive the anxiety of sobriety. Although the problem may be the DUI and its attendant inconveniences, underneath this problem is the false belief that he cannot survive as a sober person. By noticing our characters desire coupled with his false belief, the dilemma becomes apparent.

NOTE: This is commonly where writers get stuck. Until we see beyond our screenplays dramatic problem to the underlying dilemma, our story can never move toward a satisfying transformation.

STORY MAXIM #5: By exploring the tension that drives any scene in our story, and delving into the internal struggle between the protagonists desire and the meaning he attaches to his desire, we are led to the dilemma.

DILEMMA EXERCISE

When we make meaning out of our desires, we must inevitably confront the error in our thinking. Below are six powerful desires. Fill in a possible false belief for each one, and notice how the false belief makes the goal impossible to achieve. There is no single right answer.

1) LOVE: When someone loves me, I will be ________________ .

2) REVENGE: When revenge is delivered, I will have _________ .

3) JUSTICE: When justice is served, I will be ________________ .

4) ADVANCEMENT: When I get the promotion, I will feel ____ .

5) ESCAPE: When I escape this town, I will be ______________ .

6) ACCEPTANCE: When I am accepted by my peers, I will ____ .

ALS ANSWERS

1) complete 2) peace 3) safe 4) validated 5) free 6) belong 

Notice how each of these sentences begins with a desire that leads to the impossibility of achieving the goal. Until our protagonist reframes his relationship to the latter he will forever be in bondage to the former. In other words, until I reframe my relationship to freedom, I will always be looking for an escape.

EXAMPLES OF DILEMMAS

The 40-Year Old Virgin: Andy Stitzer would like to be in a relationship, but he is ashamed that he is a virgin. This is not a story about getting laid. Losing his virginity is a metaphor for becoming an adult. The problem for Andy is how to lose his virginity. Through the story, Steve Carells character finds his voice and lets go of his childhood. The climax of the story (no pun intended) is not the sex but the moment where he proclaims himself by admitting his secret to his girlfriend. This is the moment where the want and need collide. He wants to fulfill his dream of being loved and having an adult relationship, but he needs to accept himself as he is. When he finally does this, he learns that he is loveable despite his inexperience. By revealing his secret, his dilemma is resolved.

Tootsie: The problem for Michael Dorsey, the protagonist, is that he can only be a successful actor by disguising himself. The dilemma arises when he gets the job only to realize that he will be working with Jessica Lange, whom he is wildly attracted to but who thinks he is a woman. And so, his dream of being a famous actor comes true, but now, he cannot have the woman of his dreams. This story asks the age-old question: is it possible to have it all? We dont have to be an actor and don a dress to understand this dilemma. How do we juggle career and relationship? The dilemma is resolved when Michael Dorsey removes his mask and reveals his true identity.

Fight Club: The unnamed protagonist craves a sense of identity and belonging; however, he believes that he is incapable of making decisions for himself. Throughout the story, he is abused and humiliated in an attempt to gain acceptance. The dilemma is resolved when he destroys Tyler Durden (his false self) and takes responsibility for his life.

ALL OF OUR CHARACTERS CONSTELLATE AROUND THE DILEMMA

Every character in our story wants the same thing. This does not mean that if our hero wants to get into Harvard that every character in our story wants to gain admittance to an Ivy League school. But when we look at the meaning our hero makes out of a Harvard education  lets say it is a quest for status  we notice that all of our characters desire status as well. Status is the lens through which our story is told. Of course, not all of our characters struggle with the dilemma of status in the same way, but as they are all a function of this dramatic question, by exploring the dilemma of status through each characters desire, our story is assured of staying anchored to its theme.

You might notice that one character equates status with receiving a fine education while others equate it with being married, financial independence, philanthropy, motherhood, or physical prowess. Through each character, the theme of status is explored and, eventually reframed.

STORY MAXIM #6: Identify your protagonists goal, and you will discover that all of your characters share this goal.

In The 40-Year Old Virgin, Andy wants to be in a relationship. All of the characters in the story struggle in their relationships, causing them to rethink the purpose of sex. In Tootsie, all of the characters seek success, and through the story, success gets reframed as an inward journey. In Fight Club, the hero and Tyler Durden both want a sense of identity. In The English Patient, the characters all crave intimacy, and in Eat, Pray, Love, all of the characters have a different relationship to balance. If our protagonist wants revenge because he believes that it will set him free, we may notice that all of our characters are seeking freedom through a variety of approaches. If our protagonist wants success because he believes that it will provide him with a sense of validation, we may notice that all of our characters are seeking validation in different ways.

REFRAMING YOUR PROTAGONISTS GOAL

A dilemma is something that everyone can relate to on a fundamental level. Once you tap into your protagonists primal want, whether it is love, ambition, revenge, sex, meaning, purpose, you are tapping into something that is universal. Similarly, the false belief is equally human; it is human to believe that love will complete us, that a promotion will validate us, or that wealth will give us a sense of security. All of these things are true, at least temporarily. However, unless we reframe our relationship to these things, we will be in bondage to them and experience their opposite. When we expect love to complete us, we are
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