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Praise for Four Screenplays:

“This is a book that writers will stand in line for and studio executives will Xerox.” —James L. Brooks, writer-director-producer, Terms of Endearment, Broadcast News, The Mary Tyler Moore Show, and The Simpsons

“Theory comes alive with this hands-on approach to what makes four great screenplays tick.” —Deborah Newmyer, Senior Vice President of Development, Amblin Entertainment

“Four Screenplays is not only Syd Field’s most instructive book … it’s the most fun to read.” —Anna Hamilton Phelan, screenwriter, Mask, Gorillas in the Mist, and Parting the Waters

“A first-rate analysis of why good screenplays work: a virtual must for aspiring screenwriters.” —Linda Obst, producer of The Fisher King and Sleepless in Seattle

“It’s a fascinating view into the most overlooked process of film making.”

—Michael Bresman, Executive Vice President of Production, TriStar Pictures

“This is one of the very best books I have read on movies or screenplays. Syd writes both with passion and an astute understanding for me personally—I only wish he’d written his chapter on Thelma and Louise before I started work on it because it would have made my contribution a lot better. But then, by reading Syd’s book I get the chance to carry some of the clarity he brings to a project forward into my future work.”

—Hans Zimmer, film composer, Thelma and Louise





APPLAUSE FOR SYD FIELD’S
CRITICALLY ACCLAIMED BOOKS
ON SCREENWRITING:

SCREENPLAY


“Quite simply the only manual to be taken seriously by aspiring screenwriters.”

—Tony Bill, coproducer of The Sting,
director of My Bodyguard              




“The complete primer, a step-by-step guide from the first glimmer of an idea to marketing the finished script.”

—New West




“The basics of the craft in terms simple enough to enable any beginner to develop an idea into a submittable script.”

—American Cinematographer




“A MUCH-NEEDED BOOK … straightforward and informed.… Facts and figures on markets, production details, layout of script, the nuts and bolts, are accurate and clear, and should be enormously helpful to novices.”

—Fade-In




“Experienced advice on story development, creation and definition of characters, structure of action, and a direction of participants. Easy-to-follow guidelines and a commonsense approach mark this highly useful manual.”

—Video




“Full of common sense, an uncommon commodity.”

—Esquire




“IMPRESSIVE … His easy-to-follow step-by-step approaches are comforting and his emphasis on right attitude and motivation is uplifting.”

—Los Angeles Times Book Review



SELLING A SCREENPLAY


“Syd Field is the preeminent analyzer in the study of American screenplays. Incredibly, he manages to remain idealistic while rendering practical ‘how to’ books.”

—James L. Brooks, scriptwriter, The Mary Tyler Moore Show, Terms of Endearment, Broadcast News




“An informative, engaging look at this inside of the dream factory. This is a terrific aid for screenwriters who are trying to gain insight into the Hollywood system.”

—David Kirkpatrick, producer, former head of Production, Paramount Pictures




“A wonderful book that should be in every filmmaker’s library.”

—Howard Kazanjian, producer, Raiders of the Lost Ark, Return of the Jedi, More American Graffiti
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If it ain’t on the page,
       it ain’t on the stage.…

—OLD HOLLYWOOD EXPRESSION
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Introduction:
Four Themes, Four Screenplays

Screenwriting is a craft that occasionally rises to the level of an art. Like film, it is a unique and special form that is constantly shifting and changing, mirroring the needs and concerns of our time. As a result, each generation brings a new eye and a new sensibility to the screenplay.

It was during the ’80s that screenwriters, weaned on the curricula of TV, film schools, and the computer, began to explore and elevate the language of screenwriting and explore new areas of our collective mythology and spirituality.

As a result, films today have literally become “more real.” Scenes and situations once considered impossible to shoot are now depicted with “real reality”: Look at Boyz n’ the Hood (John Singleton), or Menace II Society (Tyger Williams), or El Mariachi (Robert Rodriguez and Carlos Gallardo). Locations once thought inaccessible to the filmmaker are now accessible: Look at Cliffhanger (Michael France and Stallone), where the real “star” of the movie is the breathtaking region in the Alps where the movie was shot. Look at special effects, at how much the field has expanded in just a few years, merging the art and science of computer graphics into films such as Terminator 2: Judgment Day, or Jurassic Park (Michael Crichton and David Koepp). The computer software created for Terminator 2 allowed Dennis Murren, of George Lucas’s Industrial Light and Magic unit, to create the software that made the “reality” of the dinosaurs in Jurassic Park so real.

At the same time, screenwriters discovered the work of the noted scholar/philosopher Joseph Campbell, who charted the vast oceans of mythology, presenting a contemporary perspective to a generation hungry for myth. His ideas of the story and structure of myth have influenced screenwriters everywhere.

For several years I’ve been traveling around the world, teaching seminars and workshops on screenwriting. And everywhere I’ve gone, I’ve analyzed and discussed the American screenplay—with foreign governments and their ministries of Culture, with screenwriters and filmmakers, with diplomats and businessmen, with actors and technicians. Everyone, no matter what country or culture, is interested in learning more about screenwriting.

Movies have become so much a part of our lives that sometimes we forget how much they can influence behavior, or our ways of thinking. The two most popular majors in colleges and universities across the land are business and film.

Movies are a form of contemporary myth, and our heroes set out on their adventures in front of a tremendous audience. Technology, contemporary spirituality, and the enormity of today’s audience have changed the American screenplay and the way American screenwriters are telling their stories. Today’s screenwriters are finding new ways to tell a story. The four films I’ve chosen to analyze all represent this change.

When I saw Dances With Wolves, I realized it was influenced by some of these cultural shifts. On the surface it was a Western, a “dust” picture, which, in Hollywood at the time, was taken for granted as being dead and buried. However, the journey of Lieutenant John Dunbar to the “farthest point of the frontier” embodied a mythic structure found in Joseph Campbell’s work; Michael Blake dramatized the “hero’s journey” with perception, wit, and understanding.

There was also a spiritual dimension in Dances With Wolves that I had not seen in another movie. It expressed the Native American point of view that we are all part of Mother Earth, that all living things are related. Today this is called the Gaia Principle.

A few months later I saw Terminator 2: Judgment Day, and as I walked out of the theater I sensed that I had just seen the future. The James Cameron and William Wisher sequel to the highly successful The Terminator, released in ’84, was an amazing achievement in modern film: The screenplay utilized computer graphics as an integral part of the story line, and because the software had to be created for the movie, the science and technology of film took a giant leap forward.

Terminator 2 stayed with me several days after I had seen it. Why did this picture work so well? I knew it wasn’t only the special effects that made it the top box office grossing film in the world for 1991. It was part of it, to be sure, but not all of it. And it wasn’t only Arnold Schwarzenegger who made the film work so successfully, though we loved his portrayal of the robotic killing machine. What made the film work so well was that the writers took the original concept and characters, brought them seven years forward in their fictional world, and in the process changed the “bad” guy into the “good” guy. It was more than just a sequel; it was the original story with a new “twist,” and it included special effects that had never been seen before.

Something else caught my eye in Terminator 2: As in Dances With Wolves, there was a spiritual awareness that resounded through the last act. A lot of writers laugh when I talk about that, but the Terminator embodied an awareness of human behavior and understanding that elevated him to the stature of a “hero.” Even though he’s a robot, he ends up sacrificing his life for the higher good of humankind. That makes him a character of heroic proportions. “And if a machine can learn the value of a human life, maybe we can, too,” Sarah Connor comments over the last shot.

I had missed Thelma and Louise when it first opened, but when I did see it, I was knocked out by the characters and struck by the energy of the film. Traveling with these two women down the road of no return, I saw by their actions, by their behavior, who they were. I didn’t need to hear an explanation of who they were—I saw it. A good film is behavior. In the language of screenwriting, action is character. What a person does is what he is.

That film is behavior is not really new; this kind of character portrayal has been done before, with skill and finesse. Look at Ordinary People or Julia, both Alvin Sargent screenplays, or Robert Rossen’s The Hustler, or Robert Towne’s script of Chinatown, and you’ll see great examples of film as behavior. But Callie Khouri’s script of Thelma and Louise takes it to another level, a more stylized, visual, contemporary level.

Thelma and Louise is also a story of self-enlightenment, about two women learning to take responsibility for their actions. It is also a controversial film: To this day, when I talk about Thelma and Louise people seem to want to pick and claw it to pieces. It strikes a chord somewhere deep within ourselves. Yes, there are flaws in it. So what? Yes, people didn’t like the ending. So what? Some of the action was carried too far. So what? It is a striking screenplay of both style and wit, visualized with a keen eye.

When I saw The Silence of the Lambs I walked out of the theater knowing I had just seen a great movie. As a movie experience it was more real than the other kind of mad slasher/demon/psycho/serial killer movies that are flooding the theaters. What made it so horrifying to me was that Hannibal Lecter could be my next-door neighbor. Sitting in the theater with that audience created the same kind of an emotional impact on me that Psycho must have had when it was first released. Remember the shower scene?

After I saw The Silence of the Lambs, I read the novel, then read the screenplay. It was a great novel that had been adapted into a great screenplay. That in itself is rare. And while I was reading the screenplay I saw that the visual transitions Ted Tally had woven through it were wonderful. A film transition is how the writer gets from one scene to the next, bridging time and action, using sound and image to weave a smooth flowing narrative line. Tally’s transitions were stylized and inventive, and they expanded the craft of screenwriting.

The screenplay is a unique form; it is neither novel nor play but combines elements of both. A screenplay is a story told with pictures in dialogue and description placed within the context of dramatic structure.

Structure is the foundation of all screenwriting—it is the spine, the skeleton that “holds” it all together. My approach to these four screenplays is from a structural perspective.

Screenplay structure is like a road map through the desert, showing you all the necessary things you need to know before you begin the journey. It is both guide and support, and like a tree in the wind that bends but doesn’t break, structure is flexible.

How do we create such a structure?

If we look at a screenplay as being a story told with pictures, the thing that all stories have in common is a beginning, middle, and end (though not necessarily in that order). In dramatic terms the beginning corresponds to Act I, the middle to Act II, and the end to Act III.

Act I is a unit of dramatic action and is about twenty or thirty pages long and held together within the dramatic context known as the Set-Up. Act I sets up the story, establishing who and what the story is about and defines the relationships among the characters and their needs.

Act II is a unit of dramatic action that is approximately fifty or sixty pages long and is held together within the dramatic context known as Confrontation. Here the main character confronts obstacle after obstacle on the way to achieving his or her dramatic need. Dramatic need is what the character wants to win, gain, get, or achieve during the course of the screenplay. If you know the dramatic need of your character, you can create obstacles to that need, and the story will be about your character overcoming (or not overcoming) those obstacles to achieve his or her dramatic need.

All drama is conflict. Without conflict there is no action; without action there is no character; without character there is no story. And without story there is no screenplay.

Act III is a unit of dramatic action that is about twenty or thirty pages long and is held together within the dramatic context known as Resolution. Resolution means solution. What happens at the end of your story? Does your character live or die, succeed or fail, win the race or not, get married or divorced?

Set-Up, Confrontation, Resolution; Acts I, II, and III. But how do we get from the beginning to the middle—from Act I to Act II—and then from Act II into Act III?

By creating a Plot Point. A Plot Point is any incident, episode, or event that “hooks” into the action and spins it into another direction, from Act I to Act II, Act II to Act III. There can be many Plot Points in a screenplay, but the ones that lock the story in place before you begin writing one word of screenplay are Plot Points I and II.

These incidents, episodes, or events—these Plot Points—“hold” the story in place, anchoring them to the story line. This is how it looks:
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The Mid-Point connects the First Half of Act II with the Second Half of Act II; it is a link in the chain of dramatic action.

I call this the Paradigm of screenplay structure because it is a model, or example, or overview, of what a screenplay looks like if you could hang it on the wall and look at it like a painting. It is form, not formula.

Here, then, are four contemporary screenplays: Thelma and Louise, an original screenplay; Terminator 2, a sequel to an original screenplay; The Silence of the Lambs, a screenplay adapted from a novel; and Dances With Wolves, a screenplay adapted by the author from his own novel. Needless to say, these are films I liked, admired for their skill and craft, despite whatever holes or flaws they have.

All four films were released within a year of each other: Dances With Wolves in 1990, the three others in 1991. All four, taken together, stand above and apart from those that went before, poised on the threshold of a new decade of screenwriting.
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1

The Phenomenon of
Thelma and Louise:

Callie Khouri

When Thelma and Louise was first released in the spring of 1991, I was conducting a screenwriting workshop for Austrian filmmakers in Vienna, a city of great beauty and culture, the home of Mozart, Beethoven, Goethe, Schiller, Strauss, Mahler, and Freud, to name just a few, and more recently, the homeland of Billy Wilder and Arnold Schwarzenegger.

That spring MGM was in financial turmoil and executive chaos, and it was possible that many films that were on the verge of release might be locked up in legal limbo until the traumatic events could play themselves out.

One of the films that was affected was a moderately budgeted film called Thelma and Louise, starring Susan Sarandon and Geena Davis, written by Callie Khouri, and directed by Ridley Scott, director of such highly stylized films as Blade Runner, Black Rain, and Alien.

But after the legal hassles had been somewhat resolved and the film finally opened, everybody in the Austrian film industry was talking about Thelma and Louise. Word of mouth spread very quickly, and I was asked a million questions about it. I simply attributed the hype to Hollywood and promptly forgot about it.

When I returned home several weeks later, people were still talking about Thelma and Louise, and it continued to be the subject of discussion and debate. It even made the cover of Time. I didn’t know what the film was about, but it seemed everybody had an opinion about it, and nobody agreed about anything. I liked that.

So I finally went to see Thelma and Louise. I had no idea what to expect, so I put all my expectations on the seat beside me and spent the first ten minutes thoroughly enjoying myself. I thought it was a comedy.

Then came the scene with Harlan in the parking lot. He has Thelma spread out against a car, and he’s going to rape her. It’s starting to turn ugly. He shoves her face down on the hood of a car, spreads her legs open, shoves her dress roughly above her hips, and starts ripping her panties. Wait a minute, I thought, this is getting serious. I thought it was a comedy, and now this is happening.

When Louise comes out, gun in hand, and forces Harlan to stop, I was on the edge of my seat. And when she actually blows him away, shoots him in the chest, I was shocked.

As that green ’66 T-Bird barrels out of the parking lot, I didn’t know what to expect. I was set up to watch a comedy, and now this happens. But the great thing was that it worked! This film literally grabbed me by the scruff of the neck and forced my attention to be focused on the screen.

Suddenly I understood what everybody had been talking about. This film was fresh and funny, the relationships insightful, the humor laced believably through the dramatic situation. Every moment took me deeper and deeper into the characters and story. I experienced the film scene by scene by scene, and I trusted the screenwriter and director to take me where they wanted me to go—the ending.

I don’t see too many films like that.

As the film progressed, I still thought it was a comedy, and it took me a while to realize that these two women had committed a murder, and somehow they were going to have to deal with the consequences of their actions.

How is this movie going to end? I asked myself. I can usually spot the ending within the first few minutes, but in Thelma and Louise I didn’t have a clue. It was only when Hal climbed into the police helicopter to join the chase that I knew how it was going to end. I knew they were going to die; I didn’t know how it would happen, but I knew I didn’t want it to happen. I wanted them to live. Somehow.

But I had to let go of my last shreds of hope as the two women said their good-byes on the lip of the Grand Canyon with a wall of police cars behind them. Only when Louise floored it and they sailed out over the eternity that is the Grand Canyon did I breathe easily. It worked. The whole film worked.

Over the next few days I kept thinking about the film. Moments of their relationship, the rape sequence, the truck driver sequence, little bits and pieces of visual memories flooded through me and kept replaying themselves in my head.

The more I thought about the film, the more I liked it. It was a script worth reading and studying, so when I decided to write this book, one of the first films I chose was Thelma and Louise.

At the time I was working with Roland Joffe (director of The Killing Fields and The Mission) on City of Joy (Mark Medoff), and one day when I was in the office, I saw a copy of the script of Thelma and Louise.

I found that it was a great read. From the very first page it had a strong visual style; it was truly a story told with pictures. It didn’t matter to me whether there were unrealistic moments in the screenplay. You always have to suspend your disbelief when you read a script or see a movie. You must try to accept any story for what it is, regardless of whether it coincides with reality as you perceive it. When the unbelievability of the story punctures the willingness of your belief, the film doesn’t work for you.

Who was this Callie Khouri person who had written this screenplay? I had never heard of her before, but I did manage to get hold of a videotape from a Writers Guild question-and-answer session with Callie Khouri, and the producer, Mimi Polk, and some of the production team. Callie Khouri was bright and articulate, and when she started talking about the film I was impressed by the way she spoke about her characters.

It was hard for me to believe that this was her first screenplay; to be this good she must have had some writing experience. You just don’t sit down and write this kind of screenplay.

When I started telling people that I was writing about Thelma and Louise, some of my writer friends went nuts. “The characters are stereotypes,” said one. “It’s antimen,” said another. “I can’t believe the relationship between the two women,” said another. “She didn’t have to kill him,” the wife of a writer friend told me. “There were other ways she could have gotten out of that situation,” she said. Everyone had an opinion. Even my aunt, an elderly woman who never goes to movies, went to see it. Somehow Thelma and Louise hit a common chord and jangled people’s emotions. What was it that sparked so much emotion?

I did a little research. I went to the Academy of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences Library and pulled out the review files of Thelma and Louise.

I was astonished.

It was classified “a crime movie of a different stripe,” with headlines like “Desperadas,” or “Girls just wanna have guns,” and there were statements and judgments about two “strong women who have struck out on their own in a world full of men who are either pigs or hapless creatures who try to help and can’t.” It was labeled an “unabashedly feminist script” with “an explicit fascist theme,” and it seemed to represent some kind of focal point in the “battle between the sexes.”

It was branded a “pathetic stereotype of testosterone-crazed behavior,” yet the movie launched a fashion spin-off on blouses and jeans that seemed to become a comment on the ’90s. The distributors were amazed and said “it was defying gravity,” and started selling the film as “an existential buddy movie.”

Newsweek said the film was “exuberant, spontaneous, and brimful of social comment,” and ranked it right up there with Bonnie and Clyde (Robert Benton and David Newman) and Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (William Goldman).

The New York Times said that men “do not effect what Thelma and Louise do. The women become thoroughly independent in a way that is commonplace for male heroes. The freedom they embrace is remarkably complete and not even sexual.”

The screenwriter was hardly mentioned. “It is a buddy movie, with a script, sometimes funny, sometimes awkwardly polemical—that serves mostly as an armature for two dazzling actresses, a dazzling director, and a dazzling cinematographer.” Everyone seemed to forget that Thelma and Louise was a dazzling script by a dazzling new writer whose approach to screenwriting was not limited by the old concepts of other road movies.

In other words, Thelma and Louise was fresh and original, with a twist.

Who is this Callie Khouri? And where did she come from? I tracked her down through one of my students who was working for Geena Davis, called, and we set up an appointment.

It was a warm spring day when we met for lunch in Santa Monica. She apologized for being late and said she was working on a new script dealing with three generations of women; she was very concerned because it was the exact opposite of Thelma and Louise. Her biggest fear was that it was going to be all talking heads and about four hours long. I thought she seemed nervous, and then I realized the Academy Award nominations were going to be announced the next day. She had every right to be nervous. Being nominated for Best Original Screenplay on your first try does not happen too often.

We chatted briefly, and I asked her about her background. She was born in San Antonio, Texas, and since her father was in the Army, she moved around a lot: first to El Paso, then to Paducah, Kentucky. “The first eight years of school,” she remembers, “were basically a game of them trying to beat me into shape, and all I wanted was to escape.” Her father died when she was sixteen, and his death affected her deeply. The next year found her leaving home to attend Purdue University, majoring in drama.

“I always felt like a fish out of water,” she says, “and it took me a long time to find myself. The drama department seemed like a game for people’s egos, and that really bothered me. It seemed like acting was such a powerful thing it didn’t really have anything to do with you. It seems so many people were pursuing acting careers trying to get some kind of validation for their existence. And that’s backward, you know; it doesn’t validate you, you validate it!”

Disenchanted with Purdue after three years, she moved to Nashville to be closer to her family. She worked at several odd jobs, and pursued her acting career as an apprentice at a community theater. “It was a great learning experience but basically unfulfilling,” she says.

After the theater folded, she moved to Los Angeles. She studied acting at the Lee Strasberg Institute, then later with the noted acting coach Peggy Feury, who died tragically a few years ago. “People liked my work,” Callie says, “but I couldn’t get an agent to talk to me. I would meet them and they would look at me and say, ‘Well, you’re not beautiful enough,’ or ‘You need to wear more makeup.’ I finally got a part at this little theater off Hollywood Boulevard. It was a horrible experience and it just rang the death knell for my acting desires, so I quit.

“I got a job working as a receptionist at a commercial production company, and they told me they wanted somebody for the job who doesn’t want to be in production, who just wants to answer phones, somebody who has no desire. That was fine with me.”

Just about that time they opened up a music video division, so “three or four months later I find myself working in production, and I worked my way up from being a runner to production assistant to production coordinator to production manager to producer.”

I was very interested in how she made the switch from producing music videos to writing screenplays, so I asked if there were any movies that inspired her to write.

“Terms of Endearment” (James Brooks), she answered without hesitation. “The first time I saw it I went with a few friends and they thought it was the greatest thing they’d ever seen. And I walked out of it going, ‘I don’t know, I guess I missed it; I just didn’t get it.’ But I went back to see it again, I just fell to my knees. I couldn’t believe it; it was like I didn’t know where I was during that first screening. But when I went back and listened to that dialogue, I started to go nuts, it was so great.

“At first I had no desire to write screenplays,” she continued. “I kind of wished I had because I was reaching the end of my time producing music videos. I was struggling so hard to figure out what it was that I was supposed to be doing. I kept thinking I’m supposed to be doing something creative. I can’t believe I have such a knack for the vernacular and I don’t have anywhere to apply it.

“I felt I had not found my true path. And then a series of events occurred that led me to the point where I didn’t have anything to lose if I wrote a screenplay.

“So I started to write a sitcom with a friend of mine, somebody who ended up writing for The Golden Girls. He was a stand-up comedian, and we decided to write a spec script for some friends who had a show. We started writing together and he kept telling me how great it was, but I just kept thinking he’s trying to be nice, to be encouraging.

“It felt so easy and so comfortable that I felt like I wasn’t doing anything. So it was suspect to me. I’d always read so much when I was growing up and I have such a deep respect for the craft of writing, that I felt it was something that was going to be out of my reach. I know what an incredible art it is. So I completely underestimated myself in thinking it was out of the realm of possibility.

“I kept praying for an answer, contemplating and meditating, asking for help so I could be put on my proper path.

“And that’s when I got this idea: ‘Two women go on a crime spree.’ As soon as I had the idea I felt this strange sense of euphoria.

“The more I thought about it, the more excited I became. I mean, what would make two seemingly normal women go on a crime spree? Why would they do that? Why would I go on a crime spree? I didn’t want to do anything sexist, because I was producing music videos and my livelihood was dependent on exploiting women to sell records.

“I didn’t want to write about two stupid women, or two evil women who go on a crime spree. I wanted to write about two normal women. The definition of women as presented in films and plays is so narrow, so limiting. I noticed that when I was acting: How many times did I play a prostitute? Dramatically, it seems one out of every four women is a prostitute.

“Where are the real people? Where are people that aren’t prostitutes, that aren’t selling themselves for sex? I wanted to write something with strong women in it. I wanted to write something that had I been an actress and read the script, I would have thought: I’ve gotta do this role or I’m gonna kill myself.”

She paused for a moment, looking off into the distance. “I originally conceived of Louise as being this woman in Texas who works at a big oil company in one of those giant buildings,” she continued, “and when you walk in somebody’s sitting behind one of those big desks with a headset on directing people and taking calls and all that stuff. I pictured her as one of those people who never realized women could be executives until she saw one come in the front door. And then she started wondering how it was that this whole thing had gone on and she didn’t know anything about it; she wasn’t one of them, and she had an urge for power that’s never going to be available to her. The way it had been explained to her when she was growing up was that because she was a woman her role was so narrow she couldn’t even conceive of herself as being something like an executive.

“She was the kind of woman who wears makeup the way Dolly Parton wears makeup, or Naomi Judd; they have these beautiful features, but if you take all that stuff off, what do they really look like? I mean, could you recognize Dolly Parton without makeup? Would you even know who she is?

“That’s how I thought of Louise. Now, I love to laugh and I love people who are funny. So I wanted it to be a movie that you were enjoying and having a good time with because in some ways you were watching these women get their lives back. Even though they lose their lives at the end, you watch them as society’s convention is pulled further and pulled out of their grasp, so they become more and more themselves. These were great people to be with, and anybody would have loved to get to know them if they had a chance.

“But when I started writing I suddenly saw her clearing coffee cups into a bus tray and knew she was a waitress, working the night shift. It was like she said, ‘I work in a coffee shop,’ and she works the night shift because she’s in a well-lit place all night, and not at home afraid.

“Then I asked myself what crime they had committed. I knew they were going to have to kill somebody because I needed it to be a crime from which there was no escape and for which there was no real justification. Though you couldn’t justify it, you could understand it. You understand completely why this woman did what she did. That’s another one of the things I’ve never seen dealt with in a film, the anger women feel about the way they’re talked to. In that particular situation, it’s almost a natural response.

“The idea that people can speak to you in such a way that if you had a gun you would kill them is something I think women experience every day. It’s not that there’s something wrong with the world in which we live, it’s just that we haven’t assimilated properly to understand that. Women don’t know their place, because if we have to put up with this, then there really is no place, is there? So I knew the crime was going to have to be something like murder.

“Several years ago I was working as a waitress, and one day I was walking down the street, minding my business, when this old guy in a car starts talking to me. He’s old enough to be my grandfather. I’m ignoring him, which is what you’re supposed to do in that situation; you know, I can’t hear you, I can’t see you, you can say whatever you want, I’m not a human being. Then he said, ‘I’d like to see you suck my dick,’ and I just lost it for a second. I pulled my sunglasses off and I walked over to the car and said, ‘And I’d like to shoot you in the fucking face.’

“That scared him. This guy doesn’t know me from Adam, and this is the kind of thing he says to a total stranger on the street? I was so angry, yet I was glad I had ruined his day. That I scared him, maybe dissuaded him from ever speaking to another woman like that. There was a risk in what I did but I felt elated because I’d responded like a normal human being who respected myself. Because I not only allowed myself to feel anger, but expressed it. I put him at risk, making him deal with the consequences of his own words. I giggled to myself for the next block or so until I got back to my apartment. I’m so glad I did that. Most of the time people do those things to you, and if you’re a woman, you’re supposed to simply ignore it.”

She looked off into the distance and asked the waitress for a cigarette, explaining that she doesn’t smoke but she was nervous about the Academy nominations the next day. She took a drag and continued after a moment.

“What also appealed to me,” she began, “was the idea that there is a side of you that you really don’t know exists. And you don’t know what the trigger for it is. You think you’re a normal person and you have a normal life, but things can happen and you don’t really know what’s inside of you. That kind of tenuous relationship we have with our normal life was really intriguing to me. How one little thing can happen and your whole world can fall completely apart.

“I wanted to set up the screenplay where it was like dominoes falling. It had to be grounded in reality, so Thelma and Louise would never be in a situation that could never occur. Everything had to be real and believable.

“I liked the idea of this woman who’s just trying to be normal, because that’s all she wanted to be, but it was completely impossible.”

She paused, gazing at a bird flying by, then shook her head slightly.

“I also wanted to deal with the idea of Louise feeling responsible for what happened,” she continued. “She started out playing a game with Jimmy, that she wasn’t going to be in town when he got back and this is what she gets for not being honest. So she feels like she precipitated the whole thing. If you find yourself holding back your feelings, or having to play games, nothing good ever really comes of it.

“Plus,” she adds, “I knew something had happened to Louise, something she wasn’t going to expose, and I didn’t know what it was. I didn’t know what had happened to her until about halfway through the screenplay. And she was never going to expose it, never going to open herself up like that again. Which is why she’s sometimes hostile with Thelma, because she felt that if she had really tried, the whole thing could have been avoided, which is really how society feels.”

This “something” that happened to Louise was that she was raped in Texas several years earlier. “I wouldn’t let myself say she had been raped. I never said it in the screenplay. We added a reference to it toward the end because Ridley felt that people would come out of the movie going, ‘Well, what did happen?’

“It doesn’t really matter what happened to Louise,” she continued. “What happened to her happened to her. There are thousands and thousands of women walking around that have something in their past we don’t know about, and they deserve to be treated with respect, whether we had anything to do with it or not.”

What happened to Louise in Texas is the structural backbone of the entire story line. It’s because of this incident that Louise knows how to use a gun; it’s because of this incident that she runs away from the murder. By the time she realizes what she’s done, it’s too late.

Because the “incident in Texas” is mentioned throughout the screenplay in a subtle and indirect way, we are forced to make our own discovery about these two women.

And good screenwriting is the art of discovery.


2

On the Road
to Liberation:

The First Ten Pages

The first ten pages of any screenplay are the most important. Almost everything you need to know about the movie is found in these first ten pages—that is, if you know what you’re looking for. A good screenplay begins immediately, with page one, word one. You must grab the reader’s attention, setting up crucial information that will pay off in the reader’s and audience’s immediate understanding of the film’s opening situation.

In the seminars and lectures I teach around the world, most writers, no matter how professional, are totally unaware of how important the first ten pages are. You may read these pages and think nothing much is happening, but if the writer is doing his or her job, that person is carefully designing these pages to give us essential information about the story and characters.

A screenplay is a living thing, and each piece, even though separate and complete, is part of a whole. Structure, remember, is the relationship between the parts and the whole.

When the screenwriter sets out to write a screenplay, he or she must conceive of the first ten pages as a unit of dramatic action complete unto itself. Basically there are only two ways to open the screenplay effectively: with an action sequence, like Terminator 2, or with an expository, character-driven sequence, like those that open Thelma and Louise or The Silence of the Lambs. That’s reducing it to the simplest terms; within these two parameters lie an infinite number of ways to open your screenplay combining both action and character.

It doesn’t matter whether it’s a European or an American film; it’s got to be set up in the first ten pages.

That’s why Thelma and Louise works so effectively. It’s set up from page one, word one.

“Louise is a waitress in a coffee shop,” and “Thelma is a housewife.”

That’s the way the screenplay begins. Simple, right. From the very first words we know who these people are; more importantly, we see who they are.

In the first image we have Louise “slamming dirty coffee cups from the counter into a bus tray underneath the counter.” At the same time, in a nice, visually matched cut, we see “Thelma slamming coffee cups from the breakfast table into the kitchen sink, which is full of dirty dishes anyway.” The visual cuts, image to image, matching the slamming of the cups under the counter to the slamming of cups into the kitchen sink, indicate a writer who understands the value of the visual transition.

Khouri’s visual transitions move the story forward, and as she cuts back and forth between her two main characters she gives us a chance to learn about her characters and see their relationship with each other.

These relatively simple actions in the first two paragraphs of the screenplay tell us a lot about these two characters. When a screen-writer sets-up the first ten pages of the screenplay, the reader must know immediately what’s going on. To do that effectively, we have to see the behavior of these people.

“Film is behavior” is the way the great Italian film director Michelangelo Antonioni said it. Antonioni is a master of situation and puts his characters into emotionally charged situations, then charts their behavior. In film after film, from L’Avventura to La Notte to L’Eclipse to Blowup to The Passenger, Antonioni’s characters are revealed to us by what they do, by their actions.

In L’Avventura, for example, a young engaged couple embarks on a weekend excursion to an isolated island off the Italian coast. The bride-to-be brings her best friend, Monica Vitti, with her.

They arrive on the island, and everyone goes exploring. Time passes. But when it’s time to return to the mainland, the bride-to-be is missing. No one can find her; she is nowhere on the island and seems to have vanished into thin air.

Determined to find her, the future husband and the girl’s best friend go searching for her.

Immediately they are attracted to each other but forcibly deny it, refusing even to acknowledge the possibility. Finally they give in to their desires and become lovers. Now, though they are still searching for his bride-to-be and her best friend, they dread the moment when they may actually find her.

It is this situation that drives the film forward. Act I sets up the situation, Act II explores it, and Act III resolves it. Once we set up the situation, all we have to do is follow the characters’ behavior the rest of the way.

That’s what happens in Thelma and Louise. In the very first line of dialogue Louise calls Thelma, saying, “I hope you’re packed, little housewife, ’cause we’re outta here tonight.” They’re supposed to go away for the weekend. But Thelma tells her she hasn’t asked her husband if she can go away, and Louise freaks. Thelma doesn’t know what to tell her husband, Darryl (Chris McDonald), so Louise tells her to tell him she’s having “a nervous breakdown.” But that’s no big deal, Thelma replies, because “he already thinks you’re out of your mind, Louise, that don’t carry much weight with Darryl.”

“Originally,” says Callie Khouri, “Thelma had kids and stuff like that, but I realized she couldn’t have kids. The idea that Darryl wanted her to wait because the kids would be a sacrifice for him financially, fit perfectly. And, of course, she’s really a child herself.

“I had to set it up that way,” she continued. “I love to laugh, and I wanted this to be a movie you were enjoying and having a good time with because you were watching these women get their lives. Even though they would lose them, they were becoming more and more themselves. It was a beautiful experience, a liberating experience to watch that.”

Thelma decides to confront Darryl as he’s getting ready to leave for work, but she can’t go through with it. So, she decides not to ask his permission; she’s just going to let him find out everything for himself. The scene, seemingly simple and irrelevant, is really a scene that reveals their relationship to us. Darryl is described as a man who “is dripping in men’s jewelry. Polyester was made for this man. He manages a carpeteria.” In other words, even though the character is described, we see their relationship. Darryl is set up as being self-absorbed, self-important, and righteous, a caricature; you can’t really take someone like that too seriously. Callie Khouri is showing us that he’s going to be a source of comic relief.

To get a better picture of Thelma, we see Darryl; what kind of person would build her life with a man like that? The answer is someone who’s a “ditz” or an “airhead,” and that sets up her character fast. We see who she is immediately, thus establishing the starting point of her emotional journey.

Though we’ve covered only the first three pages of screenplay, we already have enough visual information to glimpse an accurate portrait of Thelma and Louise.

We like them; we see who they are and find them funny and sympathetic; we might even know people like them.

As Thelma and Louise start packing for their little weekend adventure to the mountains, we get to see another aspect of their characters. Louise’s suitcase is “perfectly ordered, with everything neatly folded and orderly. Three pairs of underwear, one pair of long underwear, two pairs of pants, two sweaters, one furry robe, one nightgown. She could be packing for camp. Reveal Louise. Her room is as orderly as the suitcase. Everything matches.”

Thelma, on the other hand, throws in everything, her “bathing suits, wool socks, flannel pajamas, jeans, sweater, T-shirts, a couple of dresses, way too much stuff for a two-day trip. The room looks as if it was decorated from a Sears catalog.”

Notice the contrast between the two women. We identify them by what they do, by actions as well as behavior. The simple act of packing a suitcase becomes a visual illustration of character.

Before she leaves, Thelma calls her boyfriend Jimmy. Again, this is a visual demonstration; she hesitates for a moment, then reaches down and dials, listens to the message, then “slams down the phone. A framed picture of Louise and Jimmy sits on the table next to the phone. She matter-of-factly slams that face down, too.”

Jimmy becomes a significant character in the screenplay.“Jimmy is a guy who’s afraid to make a commitment,” says Khouri, “for whatever the reason, even though Louise knows they’re eventually going to end up together. ‘What are you waiting for?’ she would ask. She wants to get married, wants all the conventional things, yet she’s being denied them because of the choice she’s made in this man. Basically, his shortcoming is holding her back from what she really wants.

“Yes, she could leave him, but she loves him. I wanted to show her feelings because she feels responsible for everything that happens. She plays a game with him; when he comes back from his trip, she’s not going to be in town, and this is what happens when she’s not being honest.”

The last thing Thelma does is rummage around the drawer of her nightstand and “we see a gun, one Darryl bought her for protection. It is unloaded, but there is a box of bullets. She picks up the gun like it’s a rat by the tail and puts it in her purse.…” This, of course, is a key visual setup; we see she has the gun, but we also see she doesn’t know how to use it.

By page six they’re ready to go. Louise picks Thelma up in her green ’66 T-Bird convertible, which is as clean and well cared for as the clothes in her suitcase. The car reflects her character. Whenever she gets “in trouble, this car always gets me out of it.” Everything she says and does makes a statement about who she is.

When Thelma gets in the car, she has all her gear with her: “a suitcase that looks like it might explode, fishing gear, a cooler, a lantern.” They jam everything into the trunk, take a picture of themselves, and pull away from the curb. The first thing Thelma does is “let out a long howl. She is laughing and sticks her arms straight up in the air.” The journey to freedom and liberation has begun.

As they begin their adventure, there’s a scene written that was partially omitted from the film. Whether Ridley Scott thought it too blatant, or too obvious, I don’t know. As they’re driving, Thelma reaches into her purse and hands Louise the gun. “You take care of this,” she says. Louise is shocked at first, then takes the weapon and puts it away. That’s where the scene in the film ends, but in the script the scene continues, and Louise “holds it in her hand, tests the weight of it, then puts it under the seat.” In the script, we see that Louise has handled guns before; she is not like Thelma in that regard. How and where we have yet to find out.

Bit by bit, line by line, shot by shot, Callie Khouri is building her characters. Everything is a visual statement about who these characters are. The actions that are set up in these first few pages fashion a dramatic context for the actions that occur later in the story. Nothing is thrown in by chance, even though it may look like it.

When they’re finally on the road, some exposition is needed, and we learn they’re going to spend the weekend in a mountain cabin that belongs to the day manager where Louise works: “He’s gettin’ a divorce, so his wife’s gettin’ this place, so he’s just lettin’ all his friends use it till he has to turn over the keys.”

The word “exposition” literally means “necessary information”; in creative writing, exposition is information necessary to further the action of the story. The trick in screenwriting is to try to find a way to present this exposition so it doesn’t get in the way of the characters and story. Most screenwriters feel that exposition scenes always intrude in the development of the story; the scenes are usually too blatant, too obvious, and we constantly search for ways to present information that seems natural and unobtrusive. As they drive, we learn more about the two women.


THELMA

I’ve never had the chance to go out of town
without Darryl.

LOUISE

How come he let you go?

THELMA

’Cause I didn’t ask him.

LOUISE

Aw, shit, Thelma, he’s gonna kill you.

THELMA

Well, he’d have never let me go. He never lets me do one goddamn thing that’s any

THELMA (cont’d.)

fun. All he wants me to do is hang around
the house the whole time while he’s out doing
God only knows what.

(she pauses)

I left him a note. I left him stuff to microwave.



She laughs. The way she tells him she’s going away for the weekend is indicative of their marriage. She “left him a note,” then explains she “left him stuff in the microwave,” as if those made everything okay. Again, this says more about her marriage than a long exposition scene of trying to “explain” why she’s doing what she’s doing.

As they drive toward the mountains, the script presents the first visual setup of a truck driver who’s driving a huge semitanker carrying gas; in the future we will recognize him by his signature mud flaps, which are the shiny silhouettes of naked women. “Lick you all over—ten cents.” This scene was cut from the final film, but it shows how carefully Khouri sets up the action of the film now to pay it off later.

Thelma whines about being hungry, so they pull into a night spot called “The Silver Bullet,” another little visual metaphor. This occurs at the bottom of page nine.

Most readers in Hollywood need only ten pages to know whether a script is working. They look for three things in this unit of dramatic, or comedic, action: the main character, the dramatic premise (what the story is about), and the dramatic situation (the circumstances surrounding the action). If you know what to do, then you can figure out how to do it, and the first ten pages give you plenty of time to set up the characters, premise, and situation.

These are the first ten pages of Thelma and Louise. You may think these pages are deceiving, that nothing significant is happening. It seems so simple. But the screenwriter is carefully designing these pages to reveal essential information about the story and characters for us to begin to identify with them and their situation.
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