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			Introduction

			Screenwriting is a very unusual craft—one that combines the ancient traditions of dramatic storytelling with modern cinematic technique into its own unique set of principles and protocols. This book lays out these conventions in simple, easy-to-read, and easy-to-understand fashion.

			Unlike many other screenwriting tomes, this is not a dense compendium of inflexible rules or rigid formulas. Rather, it is a straightforward explanation of the key elements of cinematic narrative and formatting, along with a little history, a bit of essential business information, and some helpful advice and food for thought that, when mixed with your own imagination and creativity, will help get you started telling wonderful stories for the screen.

		

	
		
			1
What Is a Screenplay?

			A screenplay is a written plan for a motion picture. It identifies all the settings and characters that will appear in the movie; describes the things those characters will say and do in those settings; and indicates the major props and effects (practical, visual, and sound) that will be required to realize those actions. The screenplay also lays out the order in which the events seen in the movie are to occur. In aggregate, all of these elements tell a dramatic story—a narrative in which a protagonist in pursuit of a significant goal becomes involved in a conflict that will eventually lead to climax, resolution, and ultimately transformation—that will (hopefully) engage, entertain, and move a reader and then, later—after it has been interpreted and realized by a team of skilled motion picture artists, technicians, and craftspeople—an audience.

			In the world of professional screenwriting, there are three major types of screenplays:

			1. Specs: Screenplays written on speculation (independently, without contracts or commissions) by screenwriters who hope to sell them to producers, production companies, or studios and/or use them as writing samples to secure representation or professional writing assignments.

			2. Assignments: Screenplays that screenwriters are commissioned to write by a producer, production company, or studio. Assignments can involve creating original stories or crafting adaptations of existing works (novels, nonfiction books, comic books and graphic novels, board or video games, TV shows, earlier movies, etc.).

			3. Auteur scripts: Screenplays written by directors who intend to realize these scripts themselves, usually independently (outside of the mainstream studio system). Auteur pieces are usually more personal or “artistic” in nature than regular specs and assignment scripts, and so tend not to go through the development process to the same degree the others do.

		

	
		
			2
A Brief History of Screenwriting

			When movies first began in the late 1880s, the people who made them did not use screenplays. In fact, they didn’t even use stories—movies then were just short documentaries that recorded real-life events (a man sneezing, workers leaving a factory, a train pulling into a station, etc.). The mere sight of pictures that moved was so astounding to early viewers that they didn’t require anything else to be entertained. Eventually, however, the novelty wore thin and audiences began to want more.

			By the early 1900s, filmmakers such as George Méliès in France and Edwin S. Porter in the United States had begun telling fictional stories in productions such as Le Voyage dans la lune/A Trip to the Moon (1902), Life of an American Fireman (1903), and The Great Train Robbery (1903). These early narrative films were just a few reels long and their stories were little more than sketches—brief melodramatic or comedic vignettes with simple setups, developments, and payoffs. There were no formal screenplays or screenwriters—the stories were usually conceived by the producer or the director and verbally described to the cast and crew on the set. If any narrative material was written down, it was usually just as a brief outline or précis.

			When D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation made its debut in 1915, the feature film (a movie running ninety minutes or more in length) was born. Along with it came the need for longer, more involved stories, and for a more formal way of presenting them. And so scenarios—detailed descriptions of all the scenes needed to tell a particular tale—began to be written for each production. Initially, directors, editors, and even continuity people did double duty as scribes, but as time went on, scenario writing became a specific profession all its own. Scenarists (as scenario writers were called) became integral members of a film’s creative team.

			Since movies were still silent, a way had to be found to convey information to the audience that could not be communicated visually. In the very early days of silent cinema, live narrators would stand next to the screen and tell the viewers what they needed to know. But before long, filmmakers began using inter-titles—cards with writing on them that were photographed and then inserted into the movie—to provide any necessary exposition and sometimes even brief snippets of dialogue. On occasion, these inter-titles were devised by the scenarist and written into the original scenario, but more often than not they were composed by a separate title writer, usually after the film had already been shot and edited (often changing the original intention of a scene and sometimes even the entire story).

			The coming of sound in 1927 revolutionized screenwriting as much as it did the motion picture medium itself. When pictures began to talk, the characters needed something to say, so the studios began recruiting Broadway playwrights—who were, by trade, masters of crafting strong and effective dialogue—to write for the screen. It was during this period that the terms screenplay and screenwriter came into common usage.

			As a result of the playwrights’ strong influence (as well as the limits imposed by early sound recording technology, which dictated that most scenes be staged around a single, immovable microphone), early talkies were often quite static and dialogue-heavy. However, as the playwrights became more experienced in working in their new medium (and as the technological restrictions lessened), the pictures they wrote became less talky and more fluid and visual.

			When the studio system came into full flower during the 1930s and 1940s, most screenwriters (like most actors and directors) worked under contract for one company or another. Each studio had an official story department that acquired material with the potential to make exciting films—everything from original ideas by the screenwriters (and other industry professionals) to popular and classical plays and novels to short stories, magazine articles, and radio plays. When a studio decided to develop a particular property, the production chief would assign the project to a staff producer, who would then select a screenwriter from the studio’s stable of contract scribes to convert the material into a script. In the early days of talking pictures, the ability to write a story and the ability to write dialogue were considered two separate skills and so, quite often, one scribe would craft a script’s “continuity”—a scene-by-scene breakdown of the narrative in exacting detail—and another would pen the dialogue. By the 1940s, this division between dialogue and continuity writers had mostly disappeared and one screenwriter was usually responsible for all the elements in a script—for as long as they were on a project, anyway. (Then, as now, it was not unusual for a studio to employ multiple writers on a film to get the results they desired.)

			When the studio system began to crumble in the late 1940s and early 1950s, many screenwriters lost their contracts and went freelance, working for studios and the increasing number of independent producers who began to populate the industry, on a picture-by-picture basis. (Some migrated to the new medium of television, although most TV writing in those early days of that medium was done by playwrights and former radio scribes.) The loss of job security was difficult for many screenwriters, but there were creative compensations. Coming out of World War II, audiences were hungry for more challenging material, and the film industry responded by making movies that tackled a much wider range of social, political, and personal issues than the medium had previously. This gave the screenwriters of these projects the opportunity to approach their work with greater maturity and depth than they had been able to before.

			This trend continued into the 1960s. The elimination of the Motion Picture Production Code—the strict morality guidelines the industry had imposed on itself in the 1930s, in response to complaints from influential pressure groups who felt that violent and racy movies were setting a bad example for the nation—along with a more adventurous and permissive social climate, gave screenwriters license to explore a wide range of formerly taboo subjects with increasing frankness and, at times, wild experimentation. In the late 1960s, William Goldman’s sale of his original screenplay Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid to Twentieth Century-Fox for a then-record $400,000 gave birth to a profitable spec script market that allowed screenwriters to create their own scripts independently and sell them to the highest bidder.

			The 1970s proved to be a very important decade for screenwriters, who continued to explore increasingly challenging subject matter, with the stylistic experimentation of the 1960s giving way to a grittier, more realistic approach to action and dialogue. The spec market continued to grow, and the lessening power of the studios (which at this point were functioning primarily as financing and distribution entities, ceding most of the artistic direction of a film to its creative team) gave screenwriters unprecedented control over their work, while the rise of the “auteur” movement allowed many of them to direct their own material. Thanks to increased attention and appreciation from critics, film historians, and cinema studies professors, screenwriting—which had frequently been disparaged as glorified hackwork by “serious” writers—came to be regarded as a legitimate creative pursuit. Screenwriters, previously often dismissed as mere technicians under the heel of producers and directors, began to be taken more seriously as artists in their own
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