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PREFACE

When I am asked to
speak to young writers, I find that they are deeply curious about
the politics of show business. It is a subject worthy of inquiry.
Dramatic writing starts with a writer alone, but it never ends
there. Eventually, we, and our stories, move out into the world.
That is our purpose and our fulfillment. There's no getting around
it: If you want to write for the theater, film, or television, you
have to face the system.

And the system can be nerve-wracking. One
time, someone asked me, What advice would you give to young writers
who want to go into show business? I blurted, “Tell all of them to
go back and reread Machiavelli.”

With this book, I hope to address a dramatic
writer's challenge: how to tell a story with truth and vision,
while simultaneously maneuvering in a very bizarre world.

As I put together these lessons, I found more
than enough examples in my own experience to illustrate my points.
At times several experiences got collapsed into one, facts got
turned around, and all the names got changed. Mostly, my intent was
to communicate a sense of a world—which, the more I inhabit it, I
have to identify as a Free Fire Zone.

 



​ Lesson One

​Learn How to Write

I have an old friend
from high school who has spent the last fifteen years being a
doctor. His plan—and it was always his plan— was to be a doctor for
fifteen years and then return to his first ambition, which was, and
is, to write. When I see him, which isn’t often, we talk about
Chekhov—the most well-known of the doctorturned-writer set. My
friend clings to Chekhov, and Chekhov’s journey, like a drowning
man on a life raft. Meanwhile, he doesn’t write. While his children
grow, he fiddles around with this dream on the sidelines of his
life, and every three or four years, he and I have a coffee, and we
talk about medicine and literature and Chekhov.

With remarkable maturity, during these
conversations I refrain from pointing out that if I had spent the
past fifteen years being a writer, assuming that then when I got
around to it I would suddenly become a doctor, most people would
consider me delusional. I don’t mention this thought to my friend
out of my commitment to good manners, and also because I don’t want
to depress the guy. Because as he talks it becomes clear that he
actually seems to think that if he ever could get around to
writing, it would solve everything. My friend—who I like and think
well of—has embraced the two most common misperceptions about
writing: Anybody can do it, and when you do it, it makes you
happy.

Writing, and being a writer, entails a lot of
things, but neither ease nor happiness generally figures into the
equation. To be a writer in America at the turn of the twenty-first
century is to embrace an odd, ambiguous identity. While the
American culture still, to a large extent, romanticizes the act of
writing, we do not necessarily celebrate our writers. We celebrate
movie stars and politicians and people who make gratuitous amounts
of money, but the popular culture does not celebrate writers.
Everybody in the country knows Elizabeth Taylor starred in Who’s
Afraid of Virginia Woolf? but trust me, outside the theater, no one
knows (or cares) who wrote it. Simultaneously, as a culture we have
learned to fear excellence, so the production entities that control
what stories are told in America—that is, studios, theater
producers, network execs, the people making the decisions about
what we see—often go for the lowest common denominator, fearing
good writing because it’s “too smart.” Consequently, there is an
abundance of utter dreck produced on television—and in the movies
and the theater for that matter.

Because of this confluence of collapsed
values, many people assume that they can just be a writer, whenever
the urge hits them to actually do it. An enormous cottage industry
has sprung up to absorb these would-be writers and take their
money—weekend seminars that will teach you how to be a screenwriter
in forty-eight hours, or uncredited writer’s workshops that
indoctrinate you in once-a-week classes taught by people with
questionable writing credentials. I am actually someone who
believes that writing can be taught, or at least that almost anyone
with a yearning to write can learn a lot in a serious writing
workshop. But I personally find it ridiculous to think you could
learn anything significant about any craft in two days, or six
hours, from someone who’s minimally trained to teach it. A friend
of mine assures me that he learned a lot from one of these
screenwriting seminars, but he had been writing for years, and
mostly what he seems to have taken away was a sense that the
teacher’s quality of hucksterism might be a useful attitude in
movieland. If your hope is that any odd detail or flourish, bits of
anecdotal gossip, or even a simple understanding of baseline
orthographics may be of use to you, then these putative courses may
be worth considering. But when I tell you your first task is to
“learn to write,” I mean something quite different.

Learning to write is, to an enormous degree,
a technical enterprise. It is work with no end. It is practicing
scales on the piano. It is turning the computer on every morning
and writing every day and hoping you have something interesting to
say and knowing you don’t and trying to say it anyway and hoping
that it at least comes out sounding good, and then seeing that it
doesn’t and starting from scratch until it sounds almost okay. It
is the part everyone hopes they get to skip, and no one gets to
skip it.

Before I get into the
blood and bones of this enterprise, however, we have to pause and
take note that reasons to write are as varied, complicated,
legitimate, and illegitimate as the writers themselves. The deep
question of how one does it is based on a more profound question,
which is, What, exactly, are you trying to do? Why are you writing?
What do you want?

FAME

Most people think
that writing will make them famous. I don’t necessarily mean that
we all think it will make us really famous, but I do think that
most of us are hopeful that it will all go well, people will love
what we write, and they’ll make our movies or produce our plays and
the newspapers will say wonderful things about us, and then we’ll
be famous. To begin with, anyone who thinks that his or her own
thoughts and ideas and stories are worth writing down, that other
people must surely be interested in what one has to say, is already
working with a relatively sturdy ego, if only for part of the time.
(The rest of the time most of us disintegrate into deep pits of
self-loathing. More on this later.) Most writers I know claim to
not want or need to be famous, but at the same time, they’re not
very generous about the writers who are famous—the general sense
being that fame has fallen on some pretty unworthy heads and it
might be a more justifiable phenomenon if it had fallen on mine.
I’m not saying that fame is the main reason we do it, but I am
willing to suspect that most of us have the spectre of fame
hovering out there like a bad LSD trip, waving at us demonically,
offering promises of both delight and madness.

Most of the reasons we yearn for fame are
psychological and involve the need to satisfy our ego. However,
there is one practical reason. In a free market system, it does
confer legitimacy on the essentially suspect act of writing. Let me
explain how this works.

Sometimes, one might
even say often, when it comes up in conversation that I am a
writer, someone will toss me quite a skeptical glance, not even
bothering to cover his disregard for someone who would aggrandize
her own activities so boldly. (The general assumption being, I
think, that if you say you’re a writer what you really mean is you
keep a journal.) In these situations I often have to resist the
urge to say, No, really, I really am. Instead, I have taken to
shooting off my most famous credits very quickly. The exchange goes
something like this:

ILL-MANNERED STRANGER: And what do you
do?

THERESA: I’m a writer.

ILL-MANNERED STRANGER: (With a dismissive
sneer.) Oh, really?

THERESA: (An edge of defensiveness creeping
into her voice.) Yes, I’m a playwright and a screenwriter—my most
famous credit is this cop show that was on television, NYPD Blue.
Have you seen that? I wrote for that, for a couple years, back when
Jimmy Smits was on it, and it was really good, and I also write
movies and plays . . .

ILL-MANNERED STRANGER: (Impressed.) Really?
NYPD Blue, I loved that show, in the beginning, the first three or
four seasons—

THERESA: (Gratified
now.) Yes, that’s when I wrote for them.

Okay, now this riff is clearly a bit
tasteless, but it does get the job done. If you have a big fancy
credit to land into a conversation, the people who need that sort
of thing talk to you with much more respect, and the conversation
can move on to more serious subjects.

So one of the reasons to yearn for fame is
that people treat you better. It is a legitimate reason.

The other reasons, the psychological ones,
are just as real but not as legitimate, and they should be taken up
with a therapist.

Unfortunately, fame falls on very few
writers, and it is in fact a complete creation of systems that are
beyond our control. It gets bestowed on plays, or movies, or
writers at the behest of cultural institutions that need things to
be famous. Some of these things, and people, will be deeply worthy
of the attention that comes to them. Many of these things, and
people, will not. And every other writer out there will spend a lot
of time and mental energy trying to figure out why it happened to
that other person and not him or her.

Aside from getting
rude people to take you more seriously, fame, and the desire for
it, is largely a big waste of time. I mention it simply because it
would be unrealistic to pretend that it’s not a factor in our own
mental health, or lack thereof.

MONEY

Although writing is
a highly unstable profession, the truth is there is a way to do it
and make a lot of money. People have figured this out, going back
to 1926, when Herman Mankiewitz famously cabled to Ben Hecht from
Hollywood that “Millions are to be grabbed out here and your only
competition is idiots. Don’t let this get around.” Mankiewitz would
have done well to consider that idiots present formidable
competition to a writer who actually cares about the words. But if
you are largely concerned about making money off your writing,
there will always be ways to do that.

The general truth is, however, that the more
they pay you, the less control you are likely to have over your own
words. When you write for film or television, which is to a large
degree where the big money is, you are selling your work outright.
This means that once you have completed the steps of your
contract—usually this means a story treatment, two drafts of a
script, plus maybe a polish—the production company or studio or
network that has paid you for your labor owns the product of that
labor outright. This means they can do anything they want to it,
including having the worst writer they can find come in and rewrite
all your dialogue. You might be surprised how often they actually
do want to do that. In any event, they own the script. You sold it
to them, so they are well within their rights when they make
disastrous creative decisions.

In the theater, you get paid a good deal less
than you do in Hollywood, but no one actually has bought your
script—instead, individual theaters or production companies rent
the script from you. So they can’t force you to make any changes
that you don’t want to make (unless they get manipulative, more on
that later), and you always own it. There are, unfortunately, other
spectacularly horrifying ways that economics figures into doing
theater, mostly which have to do with critics and unions and how to
get audiences into theaters and keep plays running until hype kicks
in and everybody wants to go to see a certain play because it’s the
hip thing to do. All of this of course is the sort of thing that
will completely gum up your brain and interfere with your mental
health and your ability to write—or at least, write well. So, the
lack of money and the attendant ills are the obstacles you have to
face when working in the theater. But the good news is you do
control the words.

Unfortunately, writers sometimes turn out to
be flaky, insecure weirdos who aren’t all that good at managing the
collision of business and storytelling. Most of us just aren’t
quite able to blithely accept the ways money complicates art. Just
as unfortunately, we don’t have a lot of choice in the matter.
Stories exist in the real world, and so do we. There will always be
ways to get money that don’t entail selling your words; however,
not all of us can marry money or inherit it. The other option is
holding down a second job, perhaps teaching or temping at AT&T.
I have done both of these things and found that they were
exhausting and ate into my writing time, both literally and
psychologically. So, writing for money is a bargain I make. But
not, anymore, without careful consideration and thought. One time I
was on a panel in Chicago with the terrific actor William Peterson,
and we both admitted that generally this is what you have to
decide: There is money work, and there is soul work. You have to
assume that the money work will have nothing to recommend it except
the money. Sometimes you get more than money—a smart producer or a
good experience with the actors or a moment when the power guys are
looking the other way and you actually get to tell the story the
way you want. And that’s gravy. Then on the other hand, there’s the
soul work, which usually pays nothing at all, and you do it for the
mere love of being able to tell a story that you care about.
Sometimes these things go awry, though, and even though you’re not
making any money, the soul experience gets tainted by a crazy actor
or nutty producers or stupid critics being especially mean about
the work.

But generally, the equation is: Money equals
no fun, no control, lots of bureaucrats messing with your process;
no money equals more fun, more control, fewer bureaucrats to mess
with.

If all you care about
is the money, you may think that you don’t have to care about any
of this—you can just go to Hollywood and try to get in a door. This
turns out not to be true. My experience has been overwhelmingly
that even when they’re going to mess with your words and ruin your
story, they still want you to actually be able to do the job. More
importantly, I have never met a decent writer who was able to just
completely turn off concern about telling the story right. So, if
you think you can just do it for the money, you are probably
wrong.

POWER

Now we’re getting
into more complicated territory.

One time, I was throwing a fit about
something or other, and I admitted to my husband that the only time
I felt really good—really alive, strong, and sure of myself as a
person and an artist—is when I’m in rehearsal. He asked me why,
since rehearsal is only a part of the creative process of dramatic
writing. In response to this question, I just blurted, “I don’t
know. It just feels so great to have a bunch of really talented
actors saying my words and doing exactly what I tell them to.”

That power—having a roomful of people do and
say exactly the stuff that has come out of your head—is compelling
stuff. But this is not the only or even the essential power that
gets released in the writing process. Finishing a script is an
enormously potent event. If you’ve done your job properly, you will
find that you’ve created a full world with whole people interacting
with each other; you’ve brought to life something big and rich and
complicated. And an evening in the theater, where everyone has done
their job well and the audience is present, can be electrifying.
Dramatic writers are powerful beings.

But being that innately powerful does put you
in a problematic position in a business where power is at a
premium. In the rehearsal hall, the playwright is often asked not
to speak directly to the actors because that could “confuse”
them—in other words, it might undermine the director’s authority.
Actors sometimes feel that because they’re the ones whose asses are
hanging out up there on the stage, they should have some control
over the words. The producer, whose money and theater is on the
line, likewise feels that he or she should have some control about
what happens onstage. Meanwhile, playwrights have been told, by
people who should know, that in the theater the playwright is king.
So this is all something that has to be sorted out. Again, and
again, and again.

Because the creation of a whole world
actually is so potent, the culture reacts to it, often, in ugly
ways. Hollywood has reacted to this event rather ruthlessly; it is
a baseline given that the writer has no power in the movie
system—which means that he or she can be treated with the utmost
disdain by anyone, including twelve-yearold development executives
and their assistants. Directors have power; producers have power;
actors have a lot of power; writers have no power. (Only in 2001
did it become part of the guild contracts that the studio has to
invite the writer to his or her own movie premiere. Just to show
you how important we are: They didn’t have to even invite us to our
own premieres until now.) There are a lot of theories about how
this state of affairs developed. One I heard recently laid the
blame at the feet of people like F. Scott Fitzgerald and William
Faulkner, who only ran out to Hollywood for money and considered
their “real writing” to be done elsewhere. (The theory being that
such writers forced the system to disdain them as a reaction to
their disdain for the system.) Another theory posits that film is a
director’s medium; thus the pictures are much more important than
the words—or the words that tell the directors what pictures to
paint—and any writers who think they contributed anything to the
film are deluded and need to be put in their place. My own personal
theory is that the most profoundly creative act in the whole
filmmaking process is, in fact, the writing. We create whole worlds
out of nothing. We have, in fact, all the creative power. So
everyone else has to pretend that we have none, or they will be
left admitting that they have very little authority indeed.

This is not to say
that it is impossible for a dramatic writer to accrue some power in
American culture. Television is now hailed as the medium that
allows a writer to control his or her own destiny, as well as
achieve some clout in the system. The careers of television writers
such as Steven Bochco, David Kelly, John Wells, and Aaron Sorkin
indicate there may be some truth to this. My experience has been
that it’s not quite so simple. (More on this later.) In any event,
the creative power of the storyteller and the way that power is
received by both the audience and the bureaucrats who have
positioned themselves between the storyteller and the audience is
deeply complicated and problematic.

A PASSION FOR
STORYTELLING

If you want to be a
writer because you have a passion for storytelling—a deep,
obsessive yearning to tell a story beautifully and truthfully—then
you are both blessed and cursed. You are blessed because then the
study of the craft is endlessly fascinating, and you know who you
are in the world. You are cursed because your own clarity of vision
about who you want to be as a writer will be constantly assaulted
by the politics of the business. Sometimes it will seem as if the
more you know about how to tell a story, the less anyone will want
to let you tell it.

But in the face of all the storms that you
will encounter on your journeys through show business, a passion
for storytelling, the most ineffable of motives, will reveal itself
to be your life raft. A passion for storytelling will enable you to
take refuge in the work and find solace there. It will teach you
things you never knew about who you are and about why we are here.
As you tackle the enormous effort involved in this
enterprise—effort that is both spiritual and physical, moral and
intellectual—you will find yourself rewarded in both obvious and
surprising ways, no matter what your goal at any given moment might
be.

In addition,
paradoxically, a writer in show business has to learn to truly take
the work seriously because so much of it is so banal. You cannot,
finally, just not care. Ben Hecht, who was enormously successful
both as a writer and a politician in this crazed minefield, once
admitted:

My chief memory of
movieland is one of asking in the producer’s office, why I must
change the script, eviscerate it, cripple and hamstring it? Why
must I strip the hero of his few semi-intelligent remarks and why
must I tack on a corny ending that makes the stomach shudder? Half
the movie writers argue in this fashion. The other half writhe in
silence, and the psychoanalysts couch or the liquor bottle claim
them both. (Child of the Century, p. 442).

To just get the words on the page and collect
the paycheck, to cut off all feelings and hand in whatever gets the
job done, is to sign your own death warrant. A friend of mine was
working with an older Hollywood writer on a failing sitcom; the guy
invited my friend and a few others over to his house one night. The
house was spectacular, hovering on a cliff, overlooking all of Los
Angeles, but it’s owner—a heavy drinker—introduced them to the view
with these words: “Take a good look, boys. This is what thirty
years of caving in will get you.” Similarly, I knew a writer who
for years worked for a very famous and difficult producer we’ll
call Sam; this guy—the underling, the writer—used to refer to
himself as “Sam’s urinal.” Not coincidentally, this writer was
infamous for being a yesman, and also for being one of the worst
writers in the business. These two conditions—endless sucking up
and not being able to write—are not unrelated.

There are of course many people who would
love to be Sam’s urinal. It is a highly paid position, and there
are perks: you get to go to great parties and hang out with movie
stars. But if you are also concerned with excellent writing, I
cannot recommend accepting these jobs with any kind of
frequency.

Just because the powers that be will not
respect your work does not mean that you can’t, or shouldn’t,
respect it. This will lead to enormous emotional conflicts as you
watch your play, screenplay, or teleplay make its way through the
system. Most of the rewriting and reshaping of material in film and
television has nothing to do with what is best for the story.
Working in these situations is like being in a football game, with
all the players trying to grab control of the script and pass it in
some bizarre nutty play. For those of us who don’t see the script
as a football, these situations are catastrophic. You can do your
best to stop it, but most often you can only watch in abject dismay
as the story collapses under the weight of the ego-centric
squabbling of the gaggle of idiots who are in fact our competition
out there.

No matter what anyone tells you, the script
is not a football. The script is a story, deserving of your
attention and care and protection. Many times all your best efforts
will not be enough. Early on, you may not yet be up to the task you
have set yourself. Later on, it will be someone with more power who
will have decided to impose extraneous elements onto your script.
Because of this, you must find ways to own your own writing as much
of the time as is possible. Most writers I know who have become
expert at protecting their craft have dual writing lives. In
addition to their work for hire, they write screenplays, novels,
independent films, and plays, even oneacts, on spec as a way of
keeping their heads clear about what they know and who they are as
writers. This way, over time, their sense of themselves as
storytellers does not get obliterated by politics or
pragmatism.

If you hope to operate
in this free fire zone, the first thing you must do after you
decide to be a writer in show business is: Learn how to write.

HOW TO WRITE

Theater is a poetic
space; it can also loosely be defined as a space, or event, that is
mythic, ritualistic, and spiritual in its essential nature. The
more you work in this medium, the more apparent this fact becomes;
indeed, it becomes almost intolerable to watch stage work that
doesn’t embrace a deeper subject than plot or gimmickry immediately
suggests. But in all its complexity, and the rich variation that it
sustains, theater is still always about what it means to be human.
No matter what kind of drama you intend to write, you need to be
able to render humanity in writing.

The great writer and writing teacher Frank
Conroy once told me that a story is like a record on a record
player. The reader is the needle and the grooves are the writing,
and the grooves guide the needle into the song. If the record is
scratched, then the needle skips and the continuity of the song is
lost. The trick in really good writing, Conroy explained, is
creating a seamless groove, so that the writing never calls
attention to itself, the needle never skips, and the story holds
the reader in thrall from beginning to end. We were talking about
fiction, but not surprisingly this bit of advice also holds true in
the theater. When an audience gets shaken out of the story because
a speech is too long, or a transition doesn’t work, or the writer
is showing off, the needle skips and the song is interrupted and
the audience goes away. And once they’re gone you really have to
work to get them back.

Some years after my writing conference with
Conroy, I was working on a screenplay with Francis Ford Coppola. It
was a very dark military drama that no one was ever going to make,
but it was a gas to have Coppola giving me notes on my work—which
was, truth be told, kind of why I took the job because I wanted to
get some notes from Coppola. And he did not disappoint. The first
thing he said to me after reading my first draft was, “I always
like to ask myself, at this moment, what I could do to make the
story more epic.” (I thought, of course you do.) And then we talked
about different ways to put internal and external pressure on the
characters so that everything they carried into their actions had
more of a piston behind it; the story itself would be more rigorous
and riveting and, well, epic.

Several years after that, I joined the Lark’s
writer’s workshop, and one night we all listened to a scene that
was both good and a bit of a sprawling mess. David Ives, who was
leading the workshop, started the discussion by observing, “At
moments like this, I always like to ask myself, Where’s the drama?”
He was not being snide; he meant it quite literally. Where, in this
scene, is the drama? This, as it turns out, is a different question
from How do I make this more epic?, although at first glance, the
two questions sort of sound the same. Where’s the drama? is the
question that guides a writer to the heart of the scene and
clarifies what everything should be written toward. Where the drama
is, is an organizing principle.

I heard another good one recently, when a
writer told me that Arthur Laurents had once told him that you
should never make a transition on the dialogue; transitions should
always come out of emotion. It’s something I had never thought
about before, and once I started thinking about it, I realized, oh,
he’s absolutely right. Transitions made on the dialogue are too
arbitrary; they call attention to themselves with their ease and
don’t kick the narrative into a new gear, which any good transition
has to do. If someone is going to walk off stage, so that something
else that needs to happen can happen, that person better have a
very good emotional reason to do so. It can’t be just to get a
glass of orange juice. A transition is an emotional event.

I cling to these truisms not because they
clarify playwriting, specifically, but because they clarify the act
of storytelling, which is in fact something that not all
playwrights are interested in, but is something that I am
interested in quite a lot. My interest in storytelling has been, at
times, sadly controversial. Early in my career, I was informed, in
no uncertain terms by a director who considered himself a serious
theater artist, that story was not an appropriate concern for
serious theater artists. He explained that since realism is done so
well by television and feature films, the theater must explore
something else. What that something else was I couldn’t quite
figure out what. I also couldn’t quite figure out why he thought
that television and film did realism so well (because they don’t),
and I also couldn’t figure out why he chose to conflate the word
story with the word realism. But his concerns were sincere, and I
have heard them echoed over time by other theater artists.

One of them—a famous director I sort of
admire—dismissed my compliment of one of his productions, which was
a bold and daring interpretation of a really good yarn. He was
annoyed by the constraints the really good yarn element imposed on
that particular production—the element that I, perversely, had
liked so much.

“That thing was so boring,” he sneered. “All
that story, it makes the audience so happy. It’s all so
dreary.”

I was cut to the quick. “Story is like a
cup,” I said, all passionate and brave. “It’s the cup that that
holds everything. Everything we do—is made possible by the story.
If we don’t have a cup, everything just spills all over the place
like, just like water, without a cup.”

“You’re a moron!” he hollered.

Okay, there was alcohol involved in this
exchange, so I can’t remember exactly what was said, but that was
the general gist of it.

The dividing line in these drunken debates
is, of course, postmodernism. On one side of that line you have
people who think post-modernism is a good idea, and on the other
people who think that postmodernism is a load of nonsense
perpetrated on the storytelling community by protofascists from
Italy. This debate has been raging with more coherence within the
fiction-writing community, some of whom have begun to whisper the
possibility that postmodernism is perhaps a dead end and that John
Gardner, who never had any patience for it, might have been right
after all. For those of us who worship at the altar of John
Gardner, this is a fine moment of vindication.

Let me add at this moment that I’m not
talking about plot. I like plot, plot is fine, but to me, plot is
when things just happen, and mere plot is not story. Plot is Law
and Order, which can be a great way to kill an hour, if you like
plot. Story is when a character is compelled out of some deep need
to act, and those actions result in events, good or bad, that
affect that character’s journey and the journeys of others. The
story rises out of this morass of humanity like an inevitable song.
That is story.

So for me, the fact
that story—which at its best reveals deep truths about who we are
and what we’re doing on this planet—fell into disregard seemed like
a sad situation. Deconstructed existential masterpieces can be
intellectually satisfying at one end of the theatrical spectrum,
and plot-driven spectacles can be appealing at the other, but to my
mind the middle of that spectrum—where mere spectacle or plot or
intellect are not enough, where the heart is answered and the
curiosity of the spirit sated—is the place of a well-told story. It
is the land of Jane Austen and Charles Dickens, Greek drama and
Russian novels, Eugene O’Neill, Tennessee Williams, Shakespeare,
the Little Tramp, and the Godfather. It’s where the drama is.

CHARACTER

Inevitably, in
rehearsal, there will be a moment when it becomes apparent that
someone’s got a bit of dialogue or action that isn’t really right
or complete and what is needed is an on-the-spot rewrite.
Generally, everybody starts talking at once at these moments,
convinced that their idea will fix things. Unfortunately for them,
I’m actually the one who gets to decide, because I am the writer.
(This is theater I’m talking about—on a movie set, the actor, the
producer, or even a grip might have more say.) In any event when it
is a story I control, I listen to people’s ideas, and then I
generally tell everyone to just be quiet for a minute. And then I
go into my character head and try to remember what that character
was thinking and feeling when I wrote the first draft. When I’m
back in character head, I can remember who this man or woman is
from the inside, and then, with the new input, I can spit out the
rest of the thought or action, whatever is needed for the scene to
work. Sometimes people find it impressive that I can do this on my
feet. Shelly Williams, the actress who was playing Nora in my
adaptation of A Doll’s House up at Hartford Stage, once observed,
“It’s like watching you channel.”

I think this is a very sound description of
how to write character: It’s like channeling. It takes time and
practice to get good at it, but I can absolutely tell the writers
who do it and the writers who don’t just from watching a play,
television show, or movie. It entails writing from the inside out,
as opposed to writing from the outside in. (For this reason, actors
are often good at this aspect of dramatic writing once they take a
crack at it.) It’s like pretending you’re Meryl Streep, doing a lot
of accents at once. You have to figure out how to place yourself
inside the head and heart of every one of your characters and write
from their point of view.

This is a crucial skill no matter what medium
you are writing in. One time I was working on an action-adventure
movie for Warner Brothers and some exec had decided he wanted a
different ending than the original one, which worked fine. So I had
to spend a couple days in an office with one of those development
people, and she kept saying things like, “Maybe they could invite
all the children in the town to the zoo and then threaten to blow
it up.” We were getting nowhere. I finally said to her,
“Allison—let the action rise through the character. Get inside his
head. What would he do? What would he actually do?” She looked at
me, surprised, and said, “You’re right. Thank you for reminding me
of that.” She probably forgot how to do this within the hour, but
it did help us get through the new ending, which was consequently
much less stupid than the ones being proposed.

Knowing the task is, however, different from
actually performing it. Before you can render character, you have
to begin to understand it. You have to learn to sit quietly and
observe.

An apocryphal story about Jane Austen has a
member of her family noting that when you saw her sitting around at
parties, you knew that she was just thinking mean thoughts about
everyone in the room. Probably what she was thinking was true
thoughts, but as most people find the truth to be mean, she came
off as mean. The best writers I know do the same thing: They sit
around at parties and think mean/true thoughts about everyone.

This obviously requires a heightened
sensitivity to behavior, language, and the emotional reality of
everyone you know and don’t know. A writer necessarily becomes
adept at hunting things out. You will find yourself, over time,
knowing things about friends and family and utter strangers that
you don’t really want to know and that they don’t really want you
to know. And then, that’s what you use. Seriously, that is what you
use. And you can be embarrassed about it, or not. There’s really
nothing to be done about it; that’s just the way it works. Over
time, you may even forget that you’re doing it.

Once, I wrote something about my family that
I was quite unaware that I was writing until my brother read it and
completely flipped out. When I told my husband about my brother’s
reaction—which was, to me, surprising—my husband responded rather
dryly. “Where has he been?” he asked. “None of us are safe. Bill’s
just mad because this time, it was his turn on the chopping
block.”

The act of writing, and observing, is deeply
unsentimental. It is ruthless, but not unkind. And if you are
willing to make humanity your subject, it is alarmingly available.
People reveal themselves so readily and simply, you just can’t
believe it’s landing on your head. Unfortunately, spying on
people’s internal lives is not entirely an endearing quality. The
better you get at it, the more you will have to keep what you are
thinking to yourself.

Becoming a more acute student of human nature
paradoxically entails typing people in whatever idiosyncratic
systematology you care to come up with. Mine is very loosely based
on an ancient Sufi text known as the Enneagram, which defines nine
essential personality types: One type of person is driven by a need
for order. Another is driven by a need to take care of people.
Another by the need to succeed. Another by the need for drama.
Another by the need to hoard. Others are driven by fear, justice,
happiness, or peace. Once you define the central motor of a
character, you can take them anywhere, but you need to always be
aware, then, of what is easy and what is difficult for that
particular character to do, relative to his or her particular
motor. Somebody who thinks he’s fighting for justice could easily
become the first character onstage who wants to go henceforth into
the breach and do something truly brave. Somebody who’s essentially
fearful by nature can also do brave things, but his courage is more
hard-won or mysterious. Like people, characters share the same
basic conditions—love, pride, desperation, fear—but because
people’s natures differ, those states always look different and
play against each other in an endless web of emotional poetry.

If you study the playwrights who build up a
body of work over a lifetime, you usually can figure out what set
of character types they were most interested in writing about.
Types repeat and mutate in playwrights who were deeply fascinated
by character: Shaw, Shakespeare, Chekhov, Ibsen all turned again
and again to different versions of the same spirits, weaving them
together in different circumstances, and then watching how they
revealed themselves.

Obviously, not all
dramatic writing is charactercentric. If you’re interested in
writing nihilistic postapocalyptic pseudo–Gertrude Stein verse
drama, you can toss everything I just described out the window. The
same perhaps can be said if you want to write action movies, where
the most complicated emotional moment will be someone yelling, “Get
in the truck!” But I still maintain that you need to know what you
are tossing aside before you toss it.

DIALOGUE

In dramatic writing,
dialogue is the most important tool; it allows you to convey
character. In addition, because ours is a spoken rather than a
written art form, what your characters say, and the way they say
it, is the place where poetry and music enter the world of your
story. Shakespeare did not write his poetry in narrative interludes
or in his stage directions. It went into the dialogue.

Combining these two purposes is the central
challenge of writing dialogue: What is said should remain truthful
and reveal character, but it also should strive for a higher, more
musical reality that conveys some sense of a larger world. A
contemporary writer who is most noteworthy for achieving this
complicated fusion is David Mamet. Tennessee Williams is the
towering figure of the twentieth century in this area
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