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The World is as you see it….

from YOGA VĀSISTHA





“What you try that doesn’t work always shows you what does work.”





Introduction

When I first started thinking about writing this book, I wanted to find some kind of tool that the screenwriter could use in order to recognize and define various problems of screenwriting. But as I began writing, I became aware that I was really writing about the solutions to various problems, and not really identifying them. It just didn’t work. So I began to rethink my approach. To solve any kind of a problem means you have to be able to recognize it, identify it, and then define it; only in that way can any problem really be solved.

The more I began thinking about the “problem,” the more it became clear that most screenwriters don’t know exactly what the problem really is. There’s a vague and somewhat tenuous feeling somewhere that something is not working; either the plot is too thin or too thick; or the character is too strong or too weak; or there’s not enough action, or the character disappears off the page, or the story is told all in dialogue.

So I began analyzing the Problem-Solving process. The only way I could make this book work, I realized, was to recognize and define the various symptoms of the problem, very much the way a medical doctor isolates the various symptoms of his patients before he can treat the disease.

When I approached the Problem-Solving process from this point of view (and it is a process), I began to see that there’s usually not just one symptom, but many symptoms. It soon became clear that many of the problems in screenwriting share the same symptoms, but the problems themselves are different in kind; only when you analyze the context of the problem can a distinction be made, and it is those distinctions that lead us on the path of recognizing, defining, and solving. For the truth is that you can’t solve a problem until you know what it is.

With that in mind I began to understand that there are only three distinct categories of The Problem; when you’re writing a screenplay, all problems spring either from Plot, Character, or Structure.

The art of Problem Solving is really the art of recognition.

You can look at any problem in two ways: the first is to accept the fact that a problem is something that doesn’t work. If that’s the case, you can avoid it, deny it, and pretend it doesn’t exist. That’s the easy way.

But there’s another way of approaching the problem, and that’s to look at any creative problem as a challenge, an opportunity for you to expand your screenwriting skills.

They are really both sides of the same coin. How you look at it is up to you.

“The World is as you see it.”
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The Art of Problem Solving

A few weeks ago, during one of my screenwriting workshops, a student turned in some pages from her screenplay with a somewhat worried and concerned expression on her face. I didn’t say anything, I simply took the pages and read them.

The scene she had written took place at the beginning of the Second Act, as the main character, a lawyer, is investigating the mysterious and unexpected death of her mother, who had died while recovering from a simple surgical procedure in the hospital.

Stunned and grieving, she is trying to find out why her mother had suddenly died, but no one has any answers, and no one is talking. The doctors placate her, the nurses know nothing, and the hospital administrator is concerned and suggests she join a grieving group. Her grief turns to anger, and she’s determined to find out what happened. Pursuing lead after lead, she manages to locate one of the nurses who had taken care of her mother right before she died. The nurse had mysteriously quit the hospital a few days after the mother’s death, had changed her address and literally disappeared. But through her own persistence, and some lawyer friends, she manages to track the nurse down. And now, she’s going to talk to her.

This was the scene my student had just written. As I read her pages, I began to get some insight into why she appeared to be concerned about it. She had written the scene like an interrogation; the main character questions the nurse, who is reluctant to say anything about her mother’s death.

This was an important scene, and it had to be handled in such a way that it both moved the story forward and revealed information about the main character. She’s tough, feisty, and smart, and she’s not just going to accept what happened, but she’s determined to find out why it happened. And this scene is the first real clue the main character has which confirms her suspicion that some kind of cover-up is going on. Somebody made a mistake here, and because of it, her mother is dead.

I waited until the people in the class had finished reading the pages, then I turned to the young woman who had written the scene, and asked, “What do you think?”

She was very quick to answer. “I think something’s wrong,” she said, “it just doesn’t feel right.”

She was right. She had a problem.

Problems are common in screenwriting. The old expression “Writing is rewriting” is very true. But in my experience there are two ways you can look at a problem:

The first is to say that a problem is something that doesn’t work. Very simple.

The second way is to say that a problem is an opportunity, a challenge that will allow you to ultimately improve your craft of screenwriting.

Two different points of view. But any way you look at it is the same: a problem becomes the fuel of creativity. You either view it as an obstacle or an opportunity; either a problem is something that doesn’t work, or an opportunity for you to move up to another level.

It’s up to you.

For some people the simple knowledge that they have a problem in their script can create a panic attack; it’s a horrible, much-to-be-dreaded experience.

I have traveled all over the world conducting screenwriting seminars and workshops, and I hear the same thing in country after country; screenwriters describe their scripts in terms of the problems they are encountering. “Well,” they say, “my problem is that my structure’s not working,” or “my character’s weak,” or “the dialogue’s flat.”

And I tell them there are no problems, there are only solutions. They laugh at that, because they think I’m kidding. But I’m not.

I think what scares most screenwriters, or anyone for that matter, is that most of the time they know there’s a problem, they just don’t know what it is. They can’t define or describe it. It exists only as a vague sense of discomfort, an imprecise dissatisfaction, a knot in the gut or a lump in the throat.

My student knew, or felt, she had a problem with these pages, she just didn’t know what it was. The art of Problem Solving means being aware of those hazy and undefined feelings, and using them as some kind of a guide to lead you into an examination of the cause or source of the problem. The art of Problem Solving is really the art of recognition.

In my student’s case the main character, the lawyer, has knocked and entered, and she and the nurse have a dialogue scene. The scene was smooth and well written, but the overall effect was really somewhat dull and boring. Basically, talking heads. That’s not screenwriting. That’s playwriting. There was no sense of threat, no tension. And when I read pages that are slow and boring, the first thing I do is look for the source of conflict. And in these pages there was hardly any conflict at all.

I wanted to find out what her feelings were about the scene, so I looked at her for a long moment, and then asked, “What do you think?”

“I think something’s wrong,” she replied, “something’s just not working.”

“Like what?” I said, wanting to get specific.

“Oh, I don’t know. It just feels like there’s something wrong.”

“So what do you think it is?” I persisted.

She thought about it for a moment, then said, “I think it’s soft; it feels fuzzy.”

Soft and fuzzy.

That’s a pretty accurate description. It lets you know that something’s not working as well as you think it should. And if you don’t pay attention to that little “itch,” that little “soft and fuzzy” feeling, the chances are it could evolve into a much larger problem later on.

Writing a screenplay is such a specific and demanding craft that when something doesn’t work, whether a scene, or sequence, or character, it casts a long shadow across the page. It becomes the seed that will erupt into a full-blown problem later on. So it’s important to catch and take note of these symptoms as they occur.

If you feel you have a problem, and can’t articulate or define it, there’s not much you can do to fix it. That’s just a natural law. You can’t fix something if you don’t know what’s wrong with it.

When you get down to it, the art of Problem Solving is the art of recognition. And it is a definite skill that relies on the writer’s sense of recognition and self-awareness. If you feel there’s a problem—maybe the script is too long, too talky, or the characters are too weak or too thin—what can you do to fix it?

Nothing. At least not until you can accurately describe it. Until you know what the problem is, all you can do is piddle around with it; you can’t fix something until you know what’s wrong with it. There are many screenwriters who piddle around with a problem without fixing it, and it will probably remain as one of those scenes that never seem to work, no matter what you do. And you just let it go and hope no one notices it.

It happens all the time. The ostrich syndrome.

But if you know how to define and articulate the problem—maybe the main character is too passive and seemingly disappears from the action, or is too unsympathetic, or maybe the dialogue’s too direct—you’ve got a handle on it and you can solve it to the best of your ability.

So, in this process of what we call Problem Solving, how do we go about fixing “soft and fuzzy”?

First, define the problem. That means generally rethinking the material. Go back into the material; analyze your intentions. What is the purpose of the scene? Why is it there? What is the character’s dramatic need—what does your main character want to win, gain, get, or achieve during the course of the screenplay?

It’s usually something that can be described fairly simply; in Thelma & Louise (Callie Khouri) it is their need to escape safely to Mexico. In Dances With Wolves it is John Dunbar’s dramatic need to go to the farthermost edge of the frontier and adapt to the ways of the land and the people.

So, what is your character’s dramatic need? Define it within the context of the scene. If you can illuminate this dramatic need—either through action or dialogue—you gain more subtext and texture, and thus add more dimension to the scene.

The first step in Problem Solving means to rethink the needs of a scene; you must take it apart in order to isolate and define the emotional forces working on, and within, the dynamic of the scene.

The scene is the living cell, the hub of dramatic action, and serves two basic functions in the screenplay. One, the scene moves the story forward; or, two, reveals information about the main character. These two elements of story and character must be served in each and every scene, visually, if possible. Look at any scene in any screenplay, study any movie, and see whether this is true or not. It’s very common to read the pages of a screenplay and find pages and pages of extraneous scenes devoted to incidents or encounters that have absolutely nothing to do with the story line.

By definition, a screenplay is a story told in pictures, in dialogue and description, and placed within the context of dramatic structure. This is something I never get tired of repeating, because for some reason we always seem to forget it. Each scene always has to move the narrative line forward, from beginning to end, beginning to end, even though it’s not necessarily in that order, as illustrated by Pulp Fiction (Quentin Tarantino), or Courage Under Fire (Patrick Shane Duncan), or The English Patient (Anthony Minghella, beautifully adapted from the book by Michael Ondaatje).

The scene my student wrote, which she could only describe as being “soft and fuzzy,” is really a key scene that moves the story forward. But the way she wrote it was not sharp enough; the dialogue was too nice, too direct; there was no tension, no subtext working, and it washed out. There was not enough definition or dimension in it.

So I had her redefine the character’s dramatic need. In this particular scene the character’s dramatic need is to find out any information she can about her mother’s sudden and mysterious death. Was there any wrongdoing? A mistake of some kind? Why did the nurse suddenly quit and leave the hospital? Is there a cover-up going on? What’s happening here?

These are all important questions within the context of the scene. And context, remember, is the space that holds something in place. It is the space inside the glass that holds the content—water, coffee, tea, milk, beer, soft drink, grapes, nuts or raisins, whatever—in place. The space inside the glass does not change: it holds the content together. It is the gravity of the scene; it is context.

I knew my student had to make the scene sharper, more defined, with more tension, and the only way to do that was by generating more conflict. So I made some suggestions: maybe the nurse is not at home when the main character arrives. Maybe the first thing she has to do is wait. Maybe in her car. Maybe a couple of hours. This provides a back story to the scene. It lets the character enter the scene with some built-in tension.

So let’s add some more conflict. The main character has had to wait a couple of hours. So what else can we do to create conflict in the scene? What if the nurse has a boyfriend, and maybe the guy’s not too bright and he lets the main character, the lawyer, into the apartment before the nurse arrives home. He assumes they’re friends. So she could already be in the house when the nurse arrives home.

These elements would add a great deal of conflict to the scene. The nurse arrives home, she’s pissed at her boyfriend for letting a stranger, the lawyer, in, and we can see by her defiance and attitude that she’s frightened. For sure this woman knows what happened to the character’s mother and does not want to say anything about it, for whatever reason. Maybe she’s even preparing to leave town. But she’s tough and doesn’t want to give anything away.

What does that do to the scene? Obviously, it sharpens the dramatic forces within it. What had been soft now shows more potential for tension and conflict; there’s an edge to it.

And there’s a way to get even more out of the scene; throughout this book I’m going to be referring to the value of writing short essays about your story and characters, defining and expanding events and relationships. Even though the nurse is a minor character, she is important to the story, and therefore becomes an important scene in the story development and cannot be “fuzzy” in its execution.

I suggested that she sketch in the nurse’s life. What exactly did she see in the hospital? How much does she know? What actually happened? I told her to create a step-by-step series of events from the nurse’s point of view that led up to the death of the lawyer’s mother.

Once that was done, I had her define the relationship between the nurse and her “boyfriend.” There might be more subtext that could be mined for maximum dramatic value. So I had my student write a short free-association essay about their relationship. Simply to sharpen the elements of the scene. Where did the nurse meet him, how long have they been together, is it a serious relationship? Or maybe it’s over; maybe they’re getting ready to separate. The answers to these questions allow you to expand the dynamic forces working from within and without the scene.

These are steps that need to be taken so the dramatic elements that are necessary to drive the story forward can be heightened and defined.

She went back to the “drawing board,” did the exercises I suggested, and began to see things from a different perspective. She created more possibilities for her screenplay by simply listening to her feelings of discomfort about what was wrong with these pages.

Throughout the cycles of history and literature, there have always been attempts to define the art and craft of writing, about what it is and how it works. To me, writing is all about asking questions and then waiting for the answers. The answers will always be there and in most cases will reveal themselves in a totally unexpected way. That’s part of the wonder of the writing process.

Aided by these written exercises, my student was able to go deeper into the scene. She began to see it differently. She saw, for example, that when she first wrote the scene the interaction of her characters was vague and hazy, soft, and clarified that by redefining the dramatic need of the main character.

“What is character but the determination of incident?” Henry James, the great American novelist, wrote. “And what is incident but the illumination of character?”

So let’s take this to another level. We all know that drama is conflict. Without conflict you have no action; without action you have no character; without character you have no story; and without story you have no screenplay. You only have a succession of incidents and events that flows to its conclusion. It looks like a story, it acts like a story, but there’s really nothing there but a bunch of hooks, gimmicks, or special effects.

Die Hard With a Vengeance (Jonathan Hensleigh) is a good illustration of that. The only thing we know about the Bruce Willis character is that we find him drunk in a van somewhere, and he hasn’t seen his estranged wife for a year or so. And he’s the one who’s hauled out of his stupor to find and capture the “mad” bomber. Later, of course, we find out that a few years before, the Willis character was responsible for the death of the bomber’s brother. Ho-hum. There’s no focus on character here at all, only on the originality of the action sequences, which are simply strung together in a random and chaotic manner. Look at all those plot twists!

I wanted my student to sharpen her dramatic focus. In order to understand the forces of conflict working on the nurse in this scene, I suggested she do another exercise; that she write the scene from the nurse’s point of view. In other words, if this story was about the nurse, if she was the main character, how would she react if she knew something about the incident, something she didn’t want to reveal to anyone, and then the victim’s daughter came snooping around, trying to find out information about what happened?

Changing the perspective of the scene like this, merely as an exercise, helps clarify and sharpen the character’s point of view, and thus brings the dramatic conflict into bold relief.

That’s what she did. And it opened up a whole new awareness in her writing. The rewritten scene became clean, sharp, and tight; there was subtext and context and it moved the story forward in a charged and highly dramatic fashion.

And it all started from her discomfort, from a little tug in her gut and her awareness that the scene was “soft and fuzzy.”

There’s an old adage in the film industry that states, what you try that doesn’t work always shows you what does work.

The art of Problem Solving is the art of recognition.

Either you look at a problem as something that doesn’t work, or you look at a problem as being a challenge, an opportunity to expand your screenwriting skills.

It’s up to you.
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So, What’s the Problem?

How many times have you read something you’ve written and then gotten that strange feeling in your gut: you know there’s something wrong but you just don’t know what it is? You go over and over the scene or sequence, again and again, examining it, reexamining it, trying it one way, then another, and still it doesn’t work.

What do you do? How do you go about trying to fix something when you don’t know what’s wrong with it? How do you go about isolating and defining the problem?

What is the problem? You may know something about it; the scene is too slow, too wordy, too boring, or the main character is a little weak, or there’s too much action going on, or the ending may be a little slow, or a little too rushed, but you have no idea how to fix it. Are you able to see the problem? Can you define it, take it apart, articulate it? How do you go about sketching it out, isolating it?

Before you can solve any creative problem you’ve got to know what the problem is. And that means you’ve got to rethink and possibly reorganize whatever it is that needs to be fixed.

That means literally rewriting it. You’ve all heard the old expression “Writing is rewriting.” Well, it’s true. I tell that to writers all over the world and they panic: “You mean I’ve got to rewrite it?” they moan. The answer is yes. Yes, yes, yes. Sorry.

I’ve just been working with one of my students preparing a screenplay to submit to directors and actors, and he’s gone through at least fifteen rewrites. He had to change almost the entire Second Half of Act II, altering subplots, removing some characters, and taking out a lot of fat that was really unnecessary to the story line.

The word rewrite means “to revise and correct,” and that’s exactly what must be done when you’re hunting for a problem. Whether you’re rewriting the entire screenplay, or an act, or a sequence, or just a scene or shot, the process of Problem Solving is the same; you’re trying to recognize and define it, hunting for clues as to where it is and what it is. It becomes The Problem.

So, what’s the problem?

There are times when you know what it is immediately, maybe the scene’s too talky, or too “preachy,” too specific or direct, but while you may know what it is, you don’t really know enough about it to fix it.

That’s where the process of rewriting comes in. The first thing you need to do to clarify and define the problem is to put it into a context, a window, so you can outline the parameters of whatever it is that’s not working, whether it be a character, scene, or sequence.

The best way to do that is to do a written exercise. Sit down, take a piece of paper, or go to the computer, and in a couple of pages just throw down any thoughts or ideas you have about the problem. Free-associate; ask yourself the question “What is the problem I am looking for?”

It’s important to remember to begin each question with the word what. Try to phrase the question in such a way that it begins with the word what. Not why. If you ask “why” something is not working, you’ll get eighteen different answers and they’ll all be correct.

But structuring a question that begins with the word what implies a specific response. And that’s what you’re looking for, something specific.

Check it out.

This is basically a kick-in-the-ass exercise; when you start throwing down thoughts and feelings about the problem area and what you think the problem is, you are beginning a creative process that sets you out on the path of the problem-solving mode.

It doesn’t matter whether your thoughts and observations are correct or not. Just sit down and write this little free-association essay: “What do I think is wrong with this scene, or sequence, or act?” You don’t want to get too general and ask yourself what’s wrong with the screenplay. Let whatever comes up, come up. What you think the problem is, regardless of whether it’s right or not. Just ask yourself some basic questions about the material. Free-associate by writing down any thoughts, words, and ideas about what you think is working and not working.

What do you think you can do to make your story stronger, to improve it, to make it more dynamic? What does your instinct tell you? Listen to it. There are many nights when I know something is wrong with what I’m writing but I can’t put a handle on it, I can’t really define it, so I may do a “dream assignment.” Before I go to sleep, I ask my creative Self to reveal in a dream something that will help clarify what it is that’s not working. And most of the time I’ll have a dream that night that illuminates something in dream language about what it is that is not working, and what I might be able to do to fix it. And there are times when I won’t have any dream at all, and then a few days will pass, then I’ll get a sudden insight into what the problem is and how to solve it.

I firmly believe that if you created the problem, you can solve it. Therefore, you have to look inside yourself for the answers.

Problems only exist so they can be solved. It doesn’t really matter how you do it. The solution could come to you in a dream, or while driving the car, running in the park, or even cooking dinner. The answer will be there when you least expect it.

All you have to do is look for it. Trust yourself.

Let the answer come in its own time. Sometimes the answer comes easily, and sometimes not. That’s the wonderful thing about it; you never really know when you’ll get a solution, or what it’ll be; just know you’ll get it.

Problem Solving is part of the creative process.

So what’s the problem? Read over the pages you think are not working and see if you can isolate or define the problem. Maybe your story doesn’t follow one line of action, but goes off in several different directions at once. Or maybe too many things are happening to your main character. For example, your main character may be a cop, but you think you should show more about his partner, so you write some scenes about his partner, and pretty soon you’ll find you’ve created an entire subplot that gets in the way of the story; or maybe you want to show the bad guy being “badder,” so you keep adding scenes showing just how bad he is; that happened in Die Hard With a Vengeance. It’s an easy way to “fill” the story but only succeeds in getting in the way. By spending so much time with other characters, you’ll ultimately end up losing your main character and your story will probably end up going all over the place, in several directions simultaneously. The real problem is losing the focus on the main character, and that’s who your story is really about.

Sometimes, when screenwriters don’t know what to do next, or what happens next, they’ll simply add a new character to the story line. Rather than working to develop the dramatic context of the scene, story, or character, or expanding the action, all they do is add a new character. But that won’t work because it’s really a problem of developing story, not character, although one always reflects and incorporates the other.

Or maybe you read your pages and decide that you have too many characters in the story, or that your main character is too passive, too reactive, and seems to disappear into the background while a minor character pops up and takes over the story line.

What is your story about? And who is your story about? That’s what always has to be kept in mind.

So, do this little exercise where you free-associate about what the problem is. It’s important to remember that when you do it, you’re rereading pages with the awareness that you’re looking for something that’s not working. Just throw down any thoughts, words, or ideas in free association; you don’t have to worry about grammar or spelling (nobody’s going to see this but you), so just throw it down without regard to how good or how bad it is, or whether it’s right or wrong. Don’t make any judgments about your writing or what comes up; your judgments tend to censor and smother your creativity if you listen too closely.

So what are you looking for?

There are only three things you can be looking for: Plot, Character, and Structure. Those are the only three areas where you can have a problem. The entire story can be broken down into these three areas, and they become the hub, or means, of the Problem-Solving process. If you look at any problem in the screenplay—whether the script is too long and talky, or there’s too much action and not enough character, or too much character and not enough action—whatever the problem, everything falls under the umbrella of Plot, Character, or Structure.

So, what’s the problem?

Is it a problem of Plot, of Character, or of Structure?

That’s the starting point in defining any problem areas in a screenplay—or all writing, for that matter. What is it that’s not working? If a scene is not working, is it because of a problem of Plot, Character, or Structure? Is the material boring? Too talky? Does the scene, or action, move the story forward, or does it reveal information about the character?

If the line of action wanders too far from the story, a solution might be to add elements that keep the story anchored and moving forward; so that’s an element of Plot. But in altering the plot you’ll also find yourself forced to restructure the material. Changes to the plot and structure will affect your character’s actions and reactions, requiring more adjustment. And that’s how you’ll fix it. All three areas will always be related to one another; only the approach differs.

When you can isolate and define what’s not working in the screenplay, you’ll see that any problem will have some kind of relationship to these three areas. And that shouldn’t be so surprising. In life everything is related to everything else; nothing exists by itself alone, but only in its relationship to something else. So any problem in the screenplay will always exist in some relationship to Plot, Character, and Structure.

And since you’re the one who identifies what’s not working, you get to choose which it is. It’s all the same ball of wax; we just pull it into three different parts so we can put it back together again.

Many problems can be identified as problems of Plot. For example, is the dramatic thrust of the story line clean, lean, and defined? Or does it seem muddled and unclear? Is there too much happening, is it too detailed or specific, or is there not enough happening to keep the tension taut and flowing, uninterrupted by a lot of talking heads? In other words, is the action believable?

Suppose you have a problem with the ending. Maybe it happens too fast, or maybe it’s not dynamic or big enough. What do you do? You have to expand it, broaden the action—so in order to solve your problem, you have to open up the ending, create more incidents that will expand the action, which means focusing more on the main character; once that’s done, then the material has to be restructured.

Plot, Character, Structure.

What happens if the character is too talky, and always seems to be explaining the situation, so it drags the action down? Are there too many characters that get in the way of the action? Does the dramatic line of action ring true, or does it rest on coincidence and contrivance? All of those flaws could be considered problems of Character. In defining the problem you might have to go back into the material and look for ways to make the character more active and energetic, and you can only do that by introducing some more dramatic elements. Then, of course, you would have to restructure the act and thread your character forcefully through the plot as if weaving him or her through a tapestry.

In Problem Solving everything can be reduced to a variation of Plot, Character, or Structure. They act and interact and react upon one another just like the juggler juggling his three oranges.

As soon as you are able to make a distinction, to isolate and define the problem as being one of Plot, for example, then you can begin to narrow it down. Suppose your ending, or a certain Plot Point relies on a particular story point or piece of information that seems contrived and predictable; if you think it’s a problem of Plot you’ll have to go back into the story line and introduce, or set up, an incident or event properly, an event that is naturally related to the story. In The Shawshank Redemption (Frank Darabont), the murder of Andy Dufresne’s (Tim Robbins) wife is set up from page one, word one. The very first scene shows him sitting in his car, drinking whiskey and palming his gun, which is then intercut with the murder and his trial, and it’s this incident or episode that drives the screenplay through the story line. The entire story is structured around this incident, and comes back into play during the Second Half of Act II, when a young convict tells Andy that a previous cell mate told him that he committed the two murders and it’s the first time we wonder whether Andy really did kill his wife.

If that incident had not been set up from the very beginning of the screenplay, the ending would not be as powerful as it is. Incidents or events like this have to be carefully introduced into the story line so the ending can be paid off, and made believable, and be executed with maximum dramatic value.

The craft of screenwriting is a process of understanding the relationship between the parts and the whole, the relationships between Plot, Character, and Structure. All the elements of a story, the action, episodes, characters, location, music, special effects, Plot Points, are related to one another, just the way an ice cube exists in relationship to water. An ice cube has a definite crystalline structure, and water has a definite molecular structure, but when the ice cube melts into water, you can’t tell the difference between the molecules that made up the ice and those that made up the water. It is the same relationship that exists between a fire and its heat. The two only exist in relationship to each other. Each aspect reflects the other. It’s the same relationship between the story and the screenplay.

Only after you’ve located the problem will you be able to define it. Can you determine whether the problem is one of Plot, Character, or Structure? That’s the start point. If you are unable to separate the problem out, try to define it as you see it: e.g., the main character is too weak, the dialogue too direct or boring. Then write the free-association essay and it will lead you into determining the nature of the problem.

Only after you become clear on what the problem is, whether it’s Plot, Character, or Structure, will you able to clarify and define the problem.

The next step is to locate the problem.
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Locating the Problem

After you’ve determined what the problem is, the next step is locating it in terms of the dramatic story line to see exactly where it fits in the scheme of your story. That means locating it in terms of structure, where and when the problem occurs within the logical progression of events. It doesn’t matter whether the problem is Plot, Character, or Structure.

Only when you identify the problem can you locate it. So identify it first, then locate it. Where the problem occurs becomes a major dynamic in terms of solving it.

What’s the problem? Setting up and establishing your characters’ dramatic need? Is the Plot Point at the end of Act I a function of the story, or simply an event of convenience? Is the relationship between the characters clean, strong, and convincing? Is your story line anchored in terms of progression, either physical or emotional, and what about the character arc and the sequence of events?

What’s so important about locating the problem is that it allows you to create a perspective about it; you can see the forces working within and without the story. You can chart the story like a navigational map to see the overall structure and enable you to discover those forces working on it at that particular point.

So exactly where is the problem? In Act I, Act II, or Act III?

Which brings us to an overview discussion of screenplay structure. A screenplay is a unique form; it is neither novel nor play, but combines elements of both. Structure is the foundation of all screenwriting, the spine or skeleton that “holds” everything together. William Goldman (Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, Marathon Man, Maverick) declares that “a screenplay is structure,” and it’s true. Structure is the gravity of story, the road map through the desert. It is both guide and support, and flexibility is its nature, for structure is like a tree in the wind that bends but doesn’t break. The structural elements of a screenplay can be moved around and through the dramatic story line.

Why is structure so important in the screenplay?

The word itself means “to build, or to put together,” and “the relationship between the parts and the whole.” If you’re building a story through action, characters, and events, those elements have to be structured into a definite beginning, middle, or end, though not always in that particular order. And each of those units, the beginning, the middle, and the end, is part of the story, part of the dramatic (or comedic) story line. It’s the story that forms structure; structure doesn’t form the story.

When you’re developing a screenplay, and building and putting it together into a series of related incidents, episodes, or events, it should be leading you to the dramatic resolution, the solution of your story.

First you build it, then you structure it into its component parts, beginning, middle, and end, and it’s the relationship between the parts and the whole that make it an organic whole.

Take a chess game, for example; that is the whole: but a chess game is composed of four individual and distinct parts, the pieces, the knights, king, bishop, queen, pawns, et cetera; the player or players, because somebody has to play the game; the board, because you can’t play chess without it; and finally the rules, because that’s what makes chess chess. Those are the four elements that make up the chess game. It is the relationship between the whole, chess, and its parts, the pieces, players, board, and rules, that makes a chess game what it is.

The story is also a whole, made up of specific parts, the characters, actions, Act I, II, III, scenes, sequences, locations, music, special effects, and so on. It is the relationship between these parts that gives a screenplay its strength and integrity.

A screenplay is a story told with pictures, in dialogue and description, and placed within the context of dramatic structure.

If we could see what a screenplay looks like, if we could hang it on the wall like a painting, it would have a particular form. To see what that form looks like, to see what its nature is, we use the Paradigm of screenplay structure. A paradigm is a model, example, or conceptual scheme. The paradigm of a table, for example, is a top with four legs. Within that paradigm you can have a small table, a large table, a narrow table, or a wide one, a square, round, rectangular, or octagonal one, a glass table, wood table, wrought-iron table, plastic table, or any combination thereof, and the paradigm of a table still holds firm; no matter how you bend it, change it, alter it, or twist it, it still remains a top with four legs. The form doesn’t change.

Some people think the form of a screenplay is really a formula. Nothing could be further from the truth. The difference between them is simple, yet unique. A form is a space, or context, that doesn’t change. But the content that fills the form always changes. Take a glass. There is a space inside, and it’s this space inside that holds the content in place; the water, tea, soft drink, beer, milk, juice, or raisins or nuts, or grapes, whatever, but the space inside the glass doesn’t change; it holds the content in place, just as structure holds the different scenes, actions, locations, characters, and situations in place.

The form of a screenplay never changes; like gravity, it simply holds everything together, all the parts of your story, whereas the content is always changing.

That’s what the Paradigm is; the form of the screenplay. If a screenplay is a story told with pictures, what is it that all stories have in common? As mentioned, 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, the end to Act III.

Here’s what it looks like:



[image: ]




Act I is a unit of dramatic action that is approximately twenty to thirty pages long, and held together with the dramatic context known as the Set-Up. Act I sets up the story, establishing who and what the story is about, as well as defining the relationships between the characters and their needs.

Act II is a unit of dramatic action that is approximately sixty pages long, and held together with the dramatic context known as Confrontation; in this portion of the screenplay the main character confronts obstacle after obstacle in order to achieve his or her dramatic need. The dramatic need is defined as what the main character wants to win, gain, get, or achieve during the course of the screenplay. If you know the dramatic need of your character, then you can create obstacles to that need, and the story becomes one of your character overcoming, or failing to overcome, obstacle after obstacle in order to achieve his or her dramatic need.

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

A Mid-Point occurs in the middle of Act II, about page 60, and it is an incident, episode, or event that breaks Act II down into two basic units of dramatic action; the First Half of Act II, and the Second Half of Act II. And it is the Mid-Point that connects these two parts of Act II. It is a link in the chain of dramatic action. A Mid-Point could be either a quiet moment, or a dramatic sequence; in Witness (Bill Kelley and Earl Wallace) it is a quiet moment in the barn when Harrison Ford and Kelly McGillis are dancing and cannot mask the attraction they feel for each other. In Dances With Wolves (Michael Blake) it is the dynamic action sequence of the buffalo hunt. The function of the Mid-Point is to keep the story moving forward; it is a link in the chain of dramatic action connecting the First Half of Act II with the Second Half of Act II.

This is what it looks like:
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Act III is a unit of dramatic action that is approximately twenty to thirty pages long, and held together with 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 into Act II, and then from Act II into Act III?

By creating a Plot Point at the end of Act I, and a Plot Point at the end of Act II; a Plot Point is any incident, episode, or event that “hooks” into the action, and spins it around into another direction, in this case from Act I into Act II, and Act II into Act III. There are many Plot Points in a screenplay, but the ones that anchor the story line in place are Plot Points I and II.

Act I is a unit of dramatic action that goes from the beginning of the screenplay to the Plot Point at the end of Act I and is held together with the dramatic context known as the Set-Up. Within this unit of action you’ve got to set up the story, establish the main character, and set up the dramatic premise. What is your story about? What are the forces working on the character to create the action? What are the relationships in your character’s life? You have to show this, and it must all be set up in Act I.

Act I is a unit of dramatic action that can be broken down into three distinct sections; the first ten pages, second ten pages, and Plot Point I. Within the first ten pages three essential things have to be established: the main character (who your story is about), the dramatic premise (what the story is about), and the dramatic situation (the circumstances surrounding the action), all must be introduced and set up.

In The Shawshank Redemption, for example, the first ten pages go like this: We open with Andrew Dufresne (Tim Robbins), parked
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