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INTRODUCTION

 

If you’ve seen any movies at all, then you know that adaptations are a film industry mainstay. Everything from the latest New York Times best seller to old classics is fair game for the savvy screenwriter. Disney has even adapted two of its amusement park rides into film scripts—with one, Pirates of the Caribbean, an actual rousing success. In recent years we’ve seen various Harry Potter books and the mega-classic Lord of the Rings appear on the big screen and new film and TV adaptations of Jane Austen’s enduring classics.

 

It used to be only NYT best sellers that made it to the big screen, but with the success of a slew of small, independent films, opportunities have opened up for mid-list and small press authors, who are getting noticed by production companies. Although some producers do option books, many prefer to deal with a script that has already been adapted or will ask the author to do the adaptation.

 

Whether you consider the current crop of movie adaptations successful or not, there’s no question that the movies resulted in sales surges for the books these movies were adapted from. If you’ve read any of the books-to-films, then you already know that some adaptations are faithful representations, while others only have the title in common.

 

I used to get really annoyed at what Hollywood did to a novel’s story line, but after learning more about the process, now I’m surprised when a movie is at all faithful to the source material.

 

If you are planning to adapt your own material, you need to understand how it all works and why some adaptations go so awry. First, adapting your novel to film is actually a new way to tell your story. In a way, it’s like changing an apple into an orange. If you try to cling too tightly to the written word, you’ll quickly get bogged down or write a script that is fifty pages too long—and not suitable for either the big screen or television.

 

A book and a movie are different mediums. This all seems very obvious, but you’d be surprised how many new screenwriters write all sorts of non-visual actions into a script. For instance, you can show someone thinking, but you can’t show what they are thinking. Yes, there is such a thing as the voice-over, but you do not want to go there unless you have no other choice. Take it from someone who has tried….

 

Another thing to understand is that books are long. Scripts are not. If you actually want to sell your script when you’re done, it absolutely, positively can’t be more than one hundred and twenty pages—and less than that is even better. That sounds like plenty until you try to shoehorn a four hundred page novel into one hundred and twenty pages.

 

You have to condense better than Reader’s Digest, which can mean losing dear-to-your-heart subplots, scenes, characters and themes. It means finding in your novel the visual, dramatic story. Script guru Linda Seger likens the process to finding “the delphiniums in a garden that includes one hundred different flowers.” For me, it’s like finding the skeleton, the bones of the story, within all the meatiness of a novel.

 

Another thing to consider is the commercial potential of your story. Even if you plan to deal with an independent producer, they like to make money too, so they can make more movies. Just because a producer is used to losing money, doesn’t mean s/he doesn’t live in hope of actually making some. And you’d like to make some, too, wouldn’t you?

 

Think about the movies that make money at the box office. These stories usually have broad appeal to some segment of the general public. You should know who your audience is before you start. If you want to sell in the U.S. and your audience is in France, well, Houston, you have a problem.

 

To sell in the US, it’s important for a reasonably commercial film to have a solid, well-constructed visual story. Simplicity and clarity are unbelievably important because you’ll be dealing with people who don’t like to read. That’s right. Movie people, for the most part, don’t like to read. They pay other people to read for them. This is also a good reason to have a solid, yet simple premise for your film when you begin pitching, because the pitch is the first thing you must sell.

 

When my film adaptation Do Wah Diddy Die was optioned, the president of the production company called to tell me how much they liked the script. I made the mistake of asking her if she’d read it. Don’t do that. Never ask anyone if they have read it. If they have, it will become clear. If they haven’t, that will also become clear.

 

Another immutable truth in Hollywood is that change is inevitable. If you’re going to write a script, you need to let go of your source material. Let your script become a new story. Begin to choose what to keep in and what to peel away. Unless you’re J.K. Rowling, you won’t have that much control over your material if you option it, so you might as well get used to letting go now. If you’re unwilling or unable to make hard choices for your film story, then you shouldn’t be writing scripts. And actually, you should be able to make bad choices for scripts, too. They are called “notes.”

 

If you’ve ever seen a particularly bad movie, find out how many screenwriters get film credit—and keep in mind that not everyone who “helped” will get screen credit. It’s been my experience that everyone involved in the script will want to give you what they call “notes,” which are actually suggested changes, i.e. ways to mess up your story completely.

 

Again, unless you are J.K. Rowling, there is nothing you can do about this. It’s just part of the business and why they, hopefully, pay you the big bucks.

 

Repeat this to yourself a few times: Novels aren’t scripts.

 

Scripts only deal with what you can show on film, with what is seen by the eyes or heard by the ears. We (the viewers) can’t get into the character’s heads or see the process by which they make a decision unless they tell someone or show us. When you write a book, you use words on the page to tell your story. You can go in and out of heads and spend time describing the setting or the characters. You’re only limited by your imagination, and maybe your publisher’s page count.

 

Films can only use images and action and minimal dialog to tell the story. What do you say? Minimal dialog? Movie people talk all the time, don’t they? Actually, they don’t. Sit down in front of your favorite movie with a timer sometime and click it when people are actually talking. It won’t be nearly as long as you think.

 

In Hollywood, success (or lack of) in an adaptation is defined very simply in dollars and cents, which isn’t much help in adapting your own script. That said, you can still examine adaptations that made it onto the screen and assess them for critical success (again, or lack of). If you’re familiar enough with the book, you can also learn from the choices the writer made in their adaptation.

 

One film that comes to mind for me is The Hunt for Red October. The book was one of those author stories we love to read about. Clancy gets turned down by everyone in New York, takes his novel to a small press, gets it out there and it sells like hot cakes. New York comes to him with handfuls of cash and he’s an “overnight” success.

 

I read the book before the movie came out, but there was a gap between the reading and the movie viewing. I have a very good memory for plot (don’t ask me why, because I forget just about everything else!) and felt like I remembered it pretty well. When I saw the movie, I left believing they’d changed very little when adapting that script. I felt the same sense of delight I’d felt reading the book and dug it out to read again. To my surprise, there were a lot of differences, and a whole lot was left out. What the screenwriter had managed to do was hold onto the essence, the pacing and the feel of the story. In my opinion, this was a top-notch adaptation. Even though it was substantially different in many ways, the film felt the same as the novel in all the important ways.

 

Conversely, when I saw both the Harry Potter and Lord of the Rings films, I had the opposite experience. I’d read both very recently and was very aware of what was different and what had been left out. Again, I felt that these adaptations stayed close to the essence of the books, but found some areas of disagreement over the screenwriter’s choices. Had I written the adaptations, there are some things I’d have done quite differently, even though overall I enjoyed the films. (Note that the word “choices” coming up again and again. Adapting is all about weeding your garden—to keep to the Seger analogy—until you’ve got only the flowers you need for your script.)

 

One film adaptation that really surprised me was based on the novel The Boyfriend School. The author is given screen credit for making the adaptation, but the movie is wildly different from the novel, right down to the book’s essence level. The book was funny, but much darker. The book’s protagonist lived life just short of disaster and the humor was very ironic. In sharp contrast, the movie was light, occasionally drifting over into slapstick. The movie was released as Don’t Tell Her Its Me but has since been renamed to match the novel, possibly to tie it back into the book?

 

Having gone through the process of pre-production and rewrites with the company that optioned my script adaptation of Do Wah Diddy Die, I understand a lot better what happened in the “writing” (and rewriting) of a script. That is one of the sad realities of Hollywood: what you put on paper may never end up on the screen or may not be recognizable if it does. Most scripts go through several rewrites—unless you have the money or the power to require some loyalty to your original concept. Or you can produce your script yourself.

 

Another adaptation I found interesting was the HBO miniseries All the Rivers Run. I really enjoyed the series, so I picked up the novel when I ran across it. I hated the book, loved the miniseries. The Firm is another one where I felt the film improved on the book. I liked the film ending much better and felt it made more sense within the framework of the character Grisham created.

 

The 2005 adaptation of Pride & Prejudice is also a good study. If you’ve seen any of the A&E miniseries, then you’ll notice the subplots have been severely cut in the recent adaptation. Again, in my opinion, the writers of the 2005 adaptation did a great job. They distilled the story down to the basic conflict between Elizabeth and Darcy, only bringing in other characters as they impact the Elizabeth/Darcy storyline. 

 

My mom didn’t like this adaptation as much as I did. She felt it strayed too far from the story. Obviously you can’t please everyone, nor should you try. But if you go into the process with unrealistic expectations, you will be disappointed.

 

This is a good time to think about why you’re interested in adapting your novel to script and if you can take the heat of this particular kitchen. Hollywood has very little respect for writers, though there are exceptions to this, particularly among independent producers. There are two very good reasons to adapt your book: a) promotion for your novel, and b) money. Even an independent film has the potential to earn the author more than a standard book contract advance from a major publisher. And if you’re lucky enough to get a Writer’s Guild contract, with their minimums and protections built into the contract…oh my! 

 

But beyond the promotion and the money, I found a lot of pleasure in revisiting my stories from this different direction. For one thing, I’ve (hopefully) grown as a writer and was able to bring some of that maturity to the process. Screenwriting also allows me to exercise some different writing muscles.

 

I found that adapting Do Wah Diddy Die helped me to write a stronger novel. It forced me to answer some questions I was struggling with in the writing of the book and vice versa. I love the freedom of the novel, the ability to get inside heads and describe action and setting, but I also love how spare a script is, the story reduced to essentials. That lets me see the action framework very clearly—important because I write suspense, which should have lots of action and a strong plot framework.

 

Some of the books I’ve read proclaim the incompatibility of novel and script writing, claiming that tackling one will inevitably ruin you for writing the other. It does require you to change brain settings, but I utterly dispute the notion that you have to choose. I find the two forms complement each other and with any luck, you will, too.

 

I hope you aren’t feeling too discouraged—and that you’re still intrigued by the thought of adapting your novel and are anxious to get going.

 

One excellent way to get started is to identify two novels you’ve read which have been adapted for film, one you feel was successful and one that wasn’t. Watch the films, noting the choices the screenwriter made and your gut reaction to those choices. It will help you begin to develop the analytical tools needed to be able to assess your own material. 

 

FINDING THE FILM STORY IN YOUR BOOK

 

In a novel, the visual story is usually hiding among all your carefully crafted characters, theme, descriptions, subplots, etc. You know your story inside out and upside down. This is both your strength and your weakness.

 

Because you know the story so well, you’ll probably find it hard to let go of chunks of story and will try to get it all in. On the upside, because you know the story so well, you should also know what is absolutely critical to keep. 

 

Your film story should have a direction. It needs to move smoothly from the inciting incident toward a clearly defined climax. So it is important to know your story—and it will help you market your finished script to those non-reading producers. 

 

This is a good time to reduce your novel to a one or two sentence logline. A logline tells us who is doing what and why in one, or possibly two, sharply focused sentences. Someone has to do something or something will happen. It’s a short statement of what your script is about. 

 

The logline for Do Wah Diddy Die’s adaptation is:

 

Luci Seymour—sexy & free spirited—returns to steamy New Orleans in search of the father she’s never met. She finds murder, mayhem, love and adventure when her timing puts her directly in the sights of an elderly hit couple and a con man’s last scam.

 

You don’t really know if your logline works until you try to sell with it. This one worked very well for me. I got many requests and an option from this logline, so I can conclude it worked. Could it be better? Probably.

 

Your logline should also telegraph the script’s genre. The above logline clearly shows mystery and humor.

 

An example of a one-line, suspense logline is:

 

An author must script her own survival when she’s targeted for death by a hit man.

 

This is the logline I use to pitch The Last Enemy and it also got me many requests to read the script. Unlike the first example, you can see this example telegraphs danger, not humor.

 

If you can get to the core of your story, you’re on your way to finding your script story. You use it to keep you on track while you are writing. A logline should always be active, vigorous and hint at what kind of story you are telling. You can play with your audience, like I did with the one for Luci, but to start you may just want to write: Someone needs to do/not do something or something will/or won’t happen.

 

In the links section I’m including some articles about writing log lines. I found them with a simple google search. If you’re feeling stuck, don’t be afraid to jump online and find out what other writers have to say on the subject.

 

I also subscribe to any free scriptwriting newsletters I can find. If a website offers an email newsletter, I sign up. Most of them have articles or links to articles about screenwriting, and some have producer leads as well.

 

One thing I suggest when beginning your adaptation is to print out a copy of your book and then go through it, page by page, highlighting only the parts where visible action occurs. In other words, mark the parts of your story that you’d see if you were watching a movie. No thinking. No descriptions. Don’t even highlight dialogue yet. Just the stuff that can be seen on a screen.

 

Once you have identified the action, you need to look for what scriptwriting guru, Syd Field and others call the key plot points. (I use a mix of his, and playwright Sam Smiley’s techniques, for writing a synopsis of my novels, btw. It helps me keep my focus tight and concise.)

 

Christopher Vogler uses the hero’s journey template in his book, The Writers Journey: Mythic Structure of Storytellers and Screenwriters. The hero’s journey model is definitely industry standard. (Think Star Wars.)  If you can use “hero’s journey” buzz words when pitching your script, you’ll definitely have an edge. I was struggling with a producer who wanted to cut a key character from my script. I pointed out she was a mentor and the opposition faded away.

 

You’ll get a much better feel for the hero’s journey by reading the book, but if you’re writing a hero journey script, you do need to know the players:

 

Hero, Mentor, Threshold Guardian, Herald, Shapeshifter, Shadow, Trickster.

 

The stages of the journey are:

 

Ordinary World

Call to adventure

Refusal of the call

Meeting the Mentor

Crossing the First Threshold

Tests, Allies, Enemies

Approach to the Inmost Cave

Supreme Ordeal

Reward

The Road Back

Resurrection

Return with Elixir

 

I could list explanations for all of these elements, but there are tons of books and articles out there about them just by doing a simple Google search. 

 

If you study the Star Wars Trilogy, you’ll be able to pick out the players and the stages fairly easily. It was definitely constructed from this classic structure. One reason this structure works so well, is that it is based on myths—which speak directly and strongly to people. I’ve been told this type of script is easier to sell, though a good strong structure will always help your script, even if it’s not a classic hero’s journey.

 

In American cinema, structure is king. Foreign films or scripts targeted for foreign markets can have a more flexible structure, but if you want to sell on this continent, you need to pay attention to structure.

 

There are as many ways to structure as Carter has pills—well, almost. I’m going to cover several of them, because each person has to find their own way to get where they need to go. I pull ideas and techniques from a variety of sources. In the end, it’s all a way to brainstorm—with guidelines.

 

Most movie people talk about the three-act structure, though a MOW (movie of the week) is actually seven acts, but still within a three-act structure. A short list of a MOW would be:

 

Act 1 – 10 pages—grabber; 12-15 pages—set up ending in a plot point

Act 2 – 4-15 pages (or so) segments, each ending with some sort of climax/twist/etc.

Act 3 – 15 pages (or so) —the climax; 5 pages—the tag

 

A grabber is the hook at the beginning of a MOW or television show, something specifically designed to pull the viewer into the story and keep them there through the commercial break. The tag would be the wrap of the story, where the ends are neatly tied. 

 

A MOW is usually between 107-110 pages and has a 94-minute running time, so it can fit between commercials and hook the viewer strongly enough to hold them through those commercial breaks.

 

It’s typically shot on a schedule of 18-21 days, at a rate of about 4-6 pages a day and on a smaller budget. Remember, the film will be shot for television and viewed on a small screen, thus the scenes tend to be more intimate and you should be careful that you’re not using too many expensive or complicated action shots in your script.

 

A big-screen spec script is typically structured as follows:

 

Act 1: 1-30 pages

Act 2: 31-90 pages

Act 3: 91-120 pages

 

You also need to be sure you have a process for identifying the key, visual plot points, or key elements of your story. If you’re wondering about plot points, the phrase was coined by movie guru Syd Field, in his book The Screenwriter's Workbook.

 

Plot points move the story forward. They can be, according to Field, “incidents, episodes or events that hook into the action and spin the story in a new direction.” Plot points are the building blocks of a strong story structure. You can have as many as 15-20 plot points by the time you finish your script, but you need to know four of them in order to structure your idea properly: ending, beginning, Plot Point I and Plot Point II.

 

Ending and beginning need no explanation, but points I and II are pivotal because they move or spin the plot into new and important directions. 

 

Act one is about thirty pages of script, contains a set-up, and ends with plot point I. In the script for Do Wah Diddy Die, the main plot point that hooks the story in a new direction is the discovery of the first body. This forces Mickey, my hero, to deal with my heroine, Luci—a person he has vowed to avoid.

 

Act two is 60 pages and deals with the building story—the confrontations and complications as the story unfolds. Without strong plot points that push the story forward, your script can sag and stall out. That’s why you need to include the second plot point at the end of act two. In my script, that is the last attempt on Luci’s life by my hired hit couple. This sets in motion the resolution, as my villain is forced to deal with her himself.

 

Still not sure about plot points? Let’s look at The Last Enemy.

 

Inciting incident: A hired killer attempts to kill Dani, a witness to a mob-connected murder. This propels/forces her into action.

 

First major plot point: Dani decides not to seek protection from the authorities, but instead contacts her online friends. This is my character deciding, which forces the authorities and the killer to react to her. This action spins the plot into a new direction, as authorities and the killer race to find her first. Dani must, of course, stay ahead of the killer to survive.

 

Second major plot point: Dani learns something new about the killer that forces her to seek out authorities for help, which in turn changes the actions of the killer. To tell you more would be spoiler, but this plot point sets up the climax of the book/script. This plot point would fall near the end of the second act. If it occurs too soon in the act, your suspense will dissipate rather than build.

 

Lots of story points occur in between these three events but these are key points that are pillars to both the book and the script. They have to be in both for the story to make sense.

 

Act three is 30 pages and contains the resolution and climax. A strong climax is important to a strong script. You have to deliver on the promise of the action set up earlier in the script.

 

Vogler calls the inciting incident the “call to adventure.” We start by seeing the protagonist in their ordinary world and then something happens. But whatever model you choose, remember, something always has to happen! That seems obvious, but you’d be surprised the number of scripts that go on for pages without anything happening.

 

The inciting incident can happen very quickly or you can take some time to set the scene, but it has to happen before the end of Act I, unless you’re writing an art house film.

 

So the first thing you need to find in your novel is the event that sets your plot in motion. At this point, the character can still stop things, but you want to be driving toward that moment when your character has to act, has to decide, that point when the forward motion of the story can’t be stopped. Sometimes the inciting incident and first plot point occur right after one another.

 

The first Die Hard is an example of this. Once the bad guys take hostages, Bruce Willis’s character can’t leave. He has to act or be taken prisoner himself.

 

In Luci, my inciting incident occurs when Luci decides to go to New Orleans. That sets in train the events that propel the story forward. This is off stage in the script and the book, but it is what sets the story in motion, because this puts her in the path of a killer. 

 

As I mentioned previously, in Enemy the inciting incident occurs when Hayes attacks the safe house, and Dani is propelled out into the world on her own.

 

The nice thing about writing mystery and suspense books, you pretty much know what starts the story. But what about a romance?

 

The inciting incident in Sleepless in Seattle is when Meg Ryan’s character hears Tom Hank’s character talking on the radio and feels something a recently engaged woman shouldn’t feel. The plot point occurs when she decides to find out more about the man behind the voice on the radio. This action spins the story in a new direction, away from her engagement and toward Seattle. The suspense in the movie builds because we’re wondering who she’ll choose and if she’ll choose in time, because Hanks’ character is getting involved with someone else. What is interesting about this story is that the second major plot point, the one that propels the story to the climax, is made by Hank’s son, who runs away to New York to meet Ryan. One could also make the case that it occurs when Ryan’s character breaks her engagement and goes to the meeting with Hank’s character. No matter which it is, both events spin the story toward the climax. 

 

As you’re working on adapting your book, keep in mind that the halfway point in the novel needs to happen at page 60 in your script (or whatever is halfway through your script). Scripts can be less than 120 pages, but should never be more!

 

The second act straddles your halfway point and is the longest block of action and the most difficult, particularly for the novelist. This is where you take the largest chunk of your book and reduce it to visual scenes that carry the story forward to the third act. This is an act filled with confrontation, wins and losses, and rising complications that get worse and worse with the last being another of those hookish plot points that spin the story toward the black moment when all seems lost, then the all-important climax.

 

One thing that really helped me to adapt The Last Enemy was sitting down with the book and some note cards and just writing a brief description of each scene and who was in it. Once I’d gone through the book, I divided the scene cards into acts. It took some math, but basically in a four hundred page novel, the first act would be the first 100 pages. Then 200 for the second act and 100 for the third. And I also found the halfway point of my book. I knew that by page 60 of my script I had to be the novel’s halfway point, or have a good reason why I wasn’t! 

 

Then I took each act and identified the scenes I had to have for the story to make sense. The process wasn’t without pain, though, as I had to lose some scenes I was particularly fond of.

 

One problem I had was that the person behind the attempted hits on Dani was her brother-in-law. His story was easy to tell on the page, but very difficult to show on the screen without making the story too complex and confusing. In the end, I had to cut him entirely from the story, which rippled through the story in some interesting ways, but didn’t alter the basic conflict between Dani, the hero, Matt, and my hit man. By focusing on these three key players, I was able to keep focused on what had to be in, which made the choice of what had to be cut out somewhat easier.

 

Another problem I ran into was that Hayes, my hit man, didn’t really interact with anyone early in the book. His early scenes were a real challenge, since other than some tapping on a computer, in the novel, most of his scenes were inside his head. He is involved in a lot of action in the last half of the novel, but I had to create someone for him to talk to in the early scenes. Was I successful? I’m not sure. I’ve had good-to-great feedback from producers and the script was a semi-finalist in a contest, but never optioned. (One producer told me scripts with women as leads never sell because women are too hard to work with.)

 

You can see that as you move through the process, your script really does become something new, making the transition from apple into orange. 

 

It’s not an easy process, but it can be fun and it should always, always, always be about what can be seen. You can have a great scene in a book that can’t be shown on a screen because most of it happens inside the character’s heads. 

 

As you’re assessing your scenes, try playing them mentally. Sometimes you find undiscovered possibilities in the story. If it works, go with it.

 

Lest you become too discouraged, also keep in mind that you can do things on the screen that are hard to describe in a book. Action scenes can spring to life in ways not possible on the page. And you don’t have to use dialogue tags or spend a lot of time describing things or people.

 

Another advantage you have in adapting your own work is that you already know the spirit—the essence—of your story. You’re just building it with fewer pieces.

 

Now would be a good time to start crafting your logline and keep it in front of you as you work, so that your story doesn’t stray off course and get lost.

 

CHOOSING YOUR FILM CAST

 

The Stars

 

It would be so great if we could cast our scripts with the film stars, but we don’t get to do that. This film cast is going to come straight from the pages of your novel.

 

If you’ve got a complicated story with lots of subplots and things going on, you’ll want to focus on the characters with problems, you want the ones with something to overcome, with a huge stake in the outcome.

 

Again, if you can’t see these main characters working things out, then the book isn’t going to be easy or suitable for adaptation. This is why you’ll see few straight romance novels adapted for film. If you look at the romances that have been adapted, you’ll find that they usually have a suspense or mystery subplot, or some kind of visual subplot that can carry the romance on its shoulders.

 

Hallmark has been filming some straight romances with, in my opinion, mixed results. These seem to rely on plot devices, such as the hero being Santa’s son, as subplots to the romance. They have done, or aired, some rather fine westerns, at least one of them adapted from romance novels. So it’s not impossible, just difficult.

 

Another book that will help you hone in on which of your characters has the biggest stake in the outcome is Deb Dixon’s Goal, Motivation and Conflict. While you’ll find this for sale, used, on Amazon.com, if you visit her website you’ll find a link to more reasonably priced editions from Gryphon Books, the publisher.

 

Basically, her book suggests you give your characters strong goals, with strong motivations and lots of potential conflict. You chart each major character’s external and internal goals, what motivates them, and their conflicts. If the external and internal goals of a character are also in conflict, you’ve got some good stuff to work with.

 

What’s nice about having the novel already written is that all this material should already be there, you just have to find it…and narrow it down into a central conflict for your script. Remember, you’re going for clarity and the visual.

 

If you’re satisfied that your main characters have what it takes to make the transition to film, then you’re ready for the next set of questions that you need to ask yourself. Again, hopefully they’ve been answered in your book.

 

A.       Can this character carry the action? Will viewers believe the character can do the actions required?

B.       Does this character have the stature to grab a star’s attention because of the character’s strength and intensity?

C.       Does your character have volition, the will power to propel events? Again, you’re looking for characters that actors will be interested in playing.

D.       Does your character interrelate well with the other characters in your story? Your character needs to be involved, on some level, with most of the other characters in your book. Stars like lots of scenes. (I had this problem with a proposal I was putting together. I had an interesting premise, but my main character wasn’t directly involved in the story problem. To get her involved, I had to create an incredibly involved storyline. An editor loved it, but felt it was too complex. I went back to the drawing board, cut out a lot of characters and looked for a story problem that affected her directly to make the story a better sell.)

E.       Attractiveness is a commercial consideration, but it is important in creating a heroic character. This isn’t just about the physical, but the internal. Is your main character ethically admirable? Even anti-hero types have something that makes them heroic to the viewer. And keep in mind that real people will have to be enticed to take the role. They are going to want to look good.

F.       Does my character have credibility? Is my character consistent and believable without getting inside the character’s head? Remember, on film you can’t explain inconsistencies like you can in a novel. I like an exercise Donald Maas has in his book, Writing the Breakout Novel. He suggests finding the one thing your character would never do and then create a situation where that is the one thing the character must do. But remember, if you try this for your script, it has to be seen and not read.

G.       Clarity is the last quality you need to assess in your main character/s for. Characters need to be lucid in feeling, thought and action. Take time to let the viewer see that one, driving quality that is propelling the story. (This is your character’s goal, their end game.)

 

In some rare cases, you may find you need to shift your focus from the character you consider to be the main protagonist. When I was doing rewrites of Luci, I was asked to make Mickey the main focus of the story, not Luci. Scripts with male characters as leads are easier to sell. That’s not to say there isn’t a market for female leads. There is, but it is a harder market to crack. When you’re casting your script, it is all right to maintain the purity of your story, but you need to do so knowing that you may make it harder to sell.

 

Because Luci and Mickey basically shared the lead spot in the book, it wasn’t that hard to shift the focus mainly to Mickey, but I still felt it lost something in becoming a man’s tale and not a woman’s.

 

The Supporting Cast

 

The best thing to do when looking for your supporting cast is to look at them in terms of what they do. There isn’t room on the screen for the typical novel cast, so you may have to combine several functions into one character. For instance, when I was adapting Luci, Luci had three aunts, but I reduced it to two aunts for film.

 

Supporting characters have to earn their spot in a script by performing some function, and preferably more than one, within the script world. They can be villains who threaten your hero or heroine. They can be helpers who reveal main character traits, intentions and goals. An example of a helper would be a child or friend or family member or co-worker, possibly a side-kick that the main character “plays” off of. Minor characters that are interesting or entertaining can provide depth or humor or color to a story. They can also do the work that your main characters can’t. For instance, in a suspense or mystery, they can die.

 

If you’re having trouble with your minor characters, just put them in and then work it out in the editing process. Remember, however, that less is more.

 

In trying to decide who to keep and who to let go, you need to keep in mind that most scripts don’t have more than seven main characters. The more characters you have, the more contrast you need between them so that viewers will be able to tell them apart and keep track of them. Yes, casting plays a role in their visual characteristics, but it’s also important to give them contrasting characteristics that are internal.

 

I once directed a short play for a stage directing class. My two actors were visual opposites, one blonde, one brunette, but I let them both choose the same manner, the same disposition in approaching the scene. I got hammered  because no one could tell them apart.

 

A good way to make sure you’re creating contrast is to examine their essential traits. Because you’re the actual author of your book, you’re way ahead of a screenwriter coming to your work cold. A great resource for character traits is using a technique I learned from Playwriting: The Structure of Action by Sam Smiley. I use this technique for my novels, too. (This book was recently re-released and is available online. I highly recommend it to both screenwriters and novelists.)

 

The traits he discusses in his book are: biological, physical, dispositional, motivational, deliberative and decisive.

 

Biological traits are male, female, robot or animal, etc. If you saw Lord of the Rings and read the book, you know the book was very short on female roles, so women were added or expanded to give balance and interest to the story. I’m sure there were other, commercial reasons, but balance is part of that.

 

Physical traits take us to the next level. They involve age, appearance, visual distinctiveness—what makes us different. Old, young, healthy, sick, tall, short.

 

Dispositional traits raise the stakes another level and involve customary mood and life attitude. In its simplest terms, think of the dwarves in Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. Happy, Sleepy, Grumpy, etc. If you give one basic mood to a character, you’ll be able to achieve a nice balance. That doesn’t mean they can’t feel other things, but if you have an optimistic character, a pessimist one makes a nice contrast. If you start looking at film characters, you’ll realize they use this technique a lot, such as the naïve heroine contrasted with the cynical, wise-cracking roommate or neighbor.

 

Motivational traits are more complex and reserved for main characters or catalyst characters. Desire is what propels action, so you need to know what they want and who doesn’t want them to get it.

 

Deliberative traits have to do with a character’s thinking how to do something and then whether or not they should. This is where we see their ethics and values. Since you can’t see people thinking, you have to work harder to show why characters make the choices they do.

 

Decisive traits are seen when your characters decide. They are the highest level of thinking and appear only when a characters makes a decision. This is good because you get to see these.

 

Identifying these traits in your characters can help you assess your cast for contrast, conflict and interest. They help you know which characters to combine and which ones to leave alone. If you have two minor characters who are a lot alike, then merge one or lose one.

 

Okay, let’s take a moment and look at where we are in the adaptation process. Hopefully you have a list of key characters needed to tell your story. If it’s more than seven, you’ve marked characters for combining, and identified the main conflict you’re trying to show and where everyone stands, i.e., contrast and interest. You also need to assess their sympathy factor. It’s much easier to sell tickets for movies that people like—look for details that will make them come alive and appear real. Remember to keep all details visual.

 

When you’re cutting characters, keep in mind that people read books because of the characters. Don’t cut out the ones readers love. Can you imagine what would have happened to Harry Potter if say, Ron or Hermione had been cut out?

 

And always, always, always, look for the visual, active scenes. That doesn’t mean you can’t have quiet scenes. Again, we’re looking for balance and contrast. Highs and lows. Fast and slow. Happy and sad. I wish I could tell you exactly what choices to make, but it’s your story and just like you had to find a way to tell your novel story, so must you make those choices for the film story yourself. All I can do is to give you some guidelines to follow.

 

One thing I’ve found particularly helpful is to let the story play in my head like a film. If you can see the action, see the characters, the writer in you will instinctively find the natural rise and fall of the story. At least, that’s been my experience. Trust your instincts. Just as you let your novel story “grow” into a book, let your film story grow into what it needs to be. You’ve seen movies and that also will give you a feel for the pattern and flow of film, as opposed to novels.

 

Another thing that some screenwriters find helpful is to watch a favorite movie (or even a non-favorite) and time the scenes with a stop watch. Scenes are changes in setting or characters entering or leaving. You’ll quickly realize that scenes are short, not more than three script pages. If you have a scene that is more than three pages, ask yourself if you can move part of it to another location or reveal the same information another way, at another time.

 

Hopefully at this point in the process you also now have a list of your key scenes, those that have to be there for your story to make sense. And next to the list of scenes, the list of characters who are in them. You know who your main character is and what s/he wants to accomplish. And you’ve been playing with loglines.

 

Next we need to discuss script format, and some basics of scriptwriting, more on loglines, and some marketing basics.

 

SCREENPLAY BASICS

 

Now it’s time to talk about the basics of scriptwriting.

 

Believe it or not, how the words of your script look on the page is as important as how you tell your screen story. Script formatting is like a secret handshake. You can’t and won’t be perfect at it, but your script needs to appear to be industry standard. The industry people are flooded with scripts. They are looking for a reason to reject your script without reading it.

 

The easiest way to put your script in proper format is to buy script formatting software. I put links to a variety of scriptwriting websites in the links section.

 

If you feel it's worth the investment, if this is something you want to pursue seriously, you should probably get a good screenwriting program like Final Draft. Most production companies use a professional script writing program. I’ve been able to email copies of my script to production companies (saving myself some money) because they can import it into their program. Plus, if you option or sell a script and are involved in the rewrite, you’ll need to be able to work with the same program they are using during pre-production. There are a variety of places you can order script software. I’d shop around and see who has the best deal, because the price can vary from place to place.

 

These programs have templates for different types of scripts, such as film or television, and they have short cut keys that really speed up the actual writing process. They also can produce reports that can help you track the various characters through the scenes. This is helpful, because movie stars want lots of screen time. If you have a lead who isn’t dominating your scenes, then you have a problem you need to fix.

 

Another nice feature in Final Draft is the ability to move scenes around, just by changing views and then dragging the scene where you want it to be. I believe you can download a trial version that doesn’t allow you to save your work, but will allow you to play with the program before investing in it (and it IS an investment). The programs are pricey.

 

Okay, if you decide to wing it without software, here are some general guidelines, so that your script will look right to that agent or producer. (And some tips even if you use the software!)

 

The first rule of scriptwriting is: LEAVE LOTS OF WHITE SPACE. That means ensuring your margins are generous and your paragraphs and speeches are short. A general guideline is no more than three lines for narration paragraphs. If you need more, break then up into separate paragraphs. Pages and pages of just dialogue also aren’t recommended. A crowded page turns the reader off, as will pages of dialogue with no breaks for action or movement. Leave extra room on the left side of your script where your brads will go, at least an inch-and-a-half. You can get away with three-quarters of an inch on the right. Just don’t have your words running off the edge of the page. An inch-and-a-half for the top and an inch for the bottom.

 

(By the way, don’t ever bind your script. Three punched holes and two brads to hold it together. Leave the middle hole empty. Cardstock cover. I know, it sounds freaky, but it’s part of that secret handshake I mentioned before.)

 

Twelve point Courier is the industry standard font. Don’t ever deviate from this.

 

It’s a good idea to get your hands on a sample script or two, so you can get a feel for how they look. In the Appendix, I’ve included a few pages of Do Wah Diddy Die. If you buy or download a free script, keep in mind that there are different types. A shooting script will have camera angles and notes that you can’t put in your spec script, without being tagged as an amateur. Some scripts are simply transcriptions of the movie and not real scripts, and therefore, useless for your purposes. Make sure what you’re getting before you buy a script from any site.

 

A good script will give you a feel for how to use scene headings and action sequences and how you introduce characters, etc. Keep in mind that “industry standard” does change, so it’s a good idea to check even these general guidelines. You can find out a lot by joining a good screenwriting list. Other sources of information are script contest sites, the WGA, and other screenwriting sites. 

 

With this in mind, here are general script guidelines: Single-space narrative and dialogue. Double-space after the scene caption and between each character’s speeches. Don’t double-space after a dialogue caption. You can also double or triple space between narrative and scene headings. Remember, lots of white space!

 

The very first time you introduce a character into the narrative, capitalize his/her name. After that, you treat the name the way you normally would. Always capitalize scene and dialogue captions.

 

Some experts insist you should capitalize every sound, but others avoid it. Your call on how you want to do it.

 

Avoid using camera directions or armchair directing. You want to capture the sense of what the scene is about without giving the appearance of directing the story.  Only necessary action should appear in narration and only what can be seen. Sometimes I’ll add a bit of business to break up dialogue, but that’s the only time I armchair direct. Don’t ever mention the camera. You’re telling a film story and you don’t want to knock the reader out of the story if you can help it.

 

Go easy on phrases such as “cut to” and “dissolve to.”

 

The use of “continued” is unnecessary. Also avoid using the phrase “fade in.” You can use “fade out” at the end of your script.

 

Flashbacks should be labeled as such, and the return to the present should also be labeled in your scene heading. Simple is always better.

 

Telephone conversations are handled by the use of the intercut.

 

INT. HOUSE –DAY

 

The phone is ringing. Lisa answers it.

 

                            Lisa

                         Hello?

 

INTERCUT:

 

INT. CAR

 

Craig holds a cell phone.

 

 

                            Craig

                          Lisa, how are you?

 

                            Lisa

                         Fine…

 

(Make your conversations more interesting.)

 

Your cover page should have the title centered in the upper third of the page, followed by a triple space, then your name. I also put my contact info and WGA registration info in the lower left-hand corner.

 

Some useful don’ts:

 

NEVER…

 

…use a graphic anywhere in your script, including the cover page

…use unusual fonts, bold or italic text, light printing, or anything that will make your script difficult to read

…center the names of your characters above their dialogue

…number your scenes

…put “more” or “continued” at the bottom and top of every page or anything but page numbers

…print your script on anything but 8.5x11 white paper

…bind your script with spiral binding, velo binding, a banded clip, a glued binding, three brass brads, a three punch report cover, or anything other than two brass brads

…attach a cover letter telling the producer how good your script is, how marketable it is, who should be in it, how much it will cost to make, what inspired you to write it, your reasons for being a filmmaker, where you went to school or any other useless information

…attach budgets, resumes, business proposals, brochures, notes about the screenplay, a synopsis, potential cast lists, or anything other than a cover letter for your screenplay

…full justify your script; left justify is correct

…put “scene omitted” anywhere in your script; only production (shooting) scripts have this information

 

If you’re not using script software, I’d suggest you get your hands on a copy of The Screenwriter's Bible by David Trottier. It has detailed instructions on script format.

 

How to Begin

 

Okay, enough on format. Let’s talk about actually writing the script. Hopefully you have a scene-by-scene breakdown of your script. You know your halfway point and have a feel for the various thirds of your story (beginning, middle and end). 

 

When I sit down to write, I have the book at hand, because I’ll often lift conversations from the text. I also use it to gauge where I am in the story. Since you only have 120 pages to tell your story (you haven’t forgotten that, have you?), it’s a good idea to know where you are in the novel story AND your page count as you write. You want to make sure every scene that goes in has to be there because you can’t, I repeat, can’t go over the page count.

 

I was told that a woman-in-peril script should be no more than 110 pages and I’m sure that has gotten less over time, not more. Put in what you need, but as you approach your middle point, make sure you’re also in the mid-point of the book, or close to it.

 

Like writing your novel, there is a time and place for editing. Your first draft is a creative exercise BUT you can save yourself rewrite time if you make sure that everything that goes on the page can be seen. No thinking, no back story in the narration. It’s all present, happening now and can be seen.

 

When you start your rewrite, you'll also need to edit out a lot of your description. That’s where your novelist roots will become apparent. You don’t want to tell everything, just enough to give a feel for how the place looks and only describe things that are key to the story. Believe me, you’ll need the space for your story and all that white space.

 

Just like a novel, you have to hook the reader in the first few pages of your script or they probably won’t finish it. It should start in the action OR present a story question that will intrigue them enough to keep reading.

 

If you have a LONG speech that needs to be in the script, break it up with action and carriage returns. Scenes should be no longer than three typed pages. Remember, one minute of film is one typed page.

 

More About Beginnings…

 

Just like a novel, a script can begin in a lot of ways. Maybe it came to you as a scene, a character, or an idea you wanted to illuminate in a visual way because we now know this idea has to been seen. Scripts are a way to convey what is seen and heard. Again, that means you can only put in them what can be seen or heard. You only have 120 pages or less and you have to write it in such a way that producer feels like he’s watching a movie in his head. You have to make your story come alive for him visually.

 

The best scripts have both a subject and a structure. As I mentioned before, structure is very important in Hollywood. If you’re targeting an independent producer, you can play with structure some. If you’re adapting your novel for film, you should know what genre you’re targeting already. If you don’t, now would be a good time to figure that out.

 

To summarize:

 

You need subject.

You need a structure.

You need to know what genre you will be pitching.

 

Your novel should already have a theme, but it is possible you’ll have to change this as you move into the visual medium. Theme is important. Even the lamest movies have some kind of theme, though it may just be man against Godzilla. If you’ve been writing long, you may have already discovered that there are common themes or ideas that you explore in your writing. Examine your writing for these patterns, and make sure you can find it in your script.

 

I grew up during a time when women’s roles were sometimes in a state of violent transition. When I look at my books I can see that I write quite a bit about identity, sometimes in obvious ways, sometimes more subtly. When you know what themes engage you, you are more able to write with what the late Sally Merlin of The Complete Screenplay, calls your “authentic voice.”

 

You can write with honesty and passion, even if your desire is to write a frothy romantic comedy. If you think about the movies that truly engaged you, they are ones that speak to you. Even as they make you laugh, something in them strikes a chord in you that feels real and authentic.

 

Sally Merlin gave me permission to share some of the techniques that she uses in this process. Since I’m not her, I can’t help you in the same way she did, but I can share with you her method for finding your authentic voice in your writing.

 

First, ask yourself why you want to write. It is not to justify your choice to write, but to explore it. There is no right or wrong way to do this exercise. If you do it your way, you are doing it right. This is a stream of consciousness exercise and is for your eyes only. It should be personal and you shouldn’t worry about spelling, grammar or punctuation. You may feel some resistance at first, but try to push through it. Write until you can’t write anymore.

 

After you’ve done this exercise, set it aside for 24 hours (at minimum), then take a yellow highlighter and look for words that jump out of the page at you. You’ll probably find the important ones later in your writing, when your defenses start to come down. Don’t try to think about them too much. Just note what words you find important.

 

Now, write an autobiography, starting with your first clear memory through to your early 20s. Write as much as you can. Sally points out that your own personal experiences are your best source of information in creating fictional characters and bringing authenticity to them, whether it’s on the page or in a script. It will also bring you a step closer to the themes and ideas that you are interested in. It should run about 7-10 pages.

 

Again, set it aside for a time, and then get out that highlighter. Now look for emotion words, feelings, and ideas, and highlight them. You should begin to see some themes that reoccur in your life, ideas you want or need to explore and traits that you can use in your characters to give them that all-important authenticity. (Note: you can do this again in a month and you’ll probably write about different experiences. You’ll find that your past is a rich mine of information that you can go to again and again.)

 

Once you have an idea of what or who is important to you, you can get more specific. Saying you’re going to write about good and evil is a good start, but it’s a long way from bringing authenticity to your script. Obviously the genre you choose to portray this broad theme will have a huge impact on how you tell your story.

 

When Sally calls her method the “process,” she isn’t kidding. You’ll find that you’ll be moving forward on a variety of fronts, but before you can have movement at all, you need to know the basic premise of your story—which brings us back to that logline you need to market your script.

 

If this process is working for you, it is possible that you’ll have a clearer idea of what your logline needs to be. Don’t worry if it still isn’t clear. Again, this is a process.

 

As you begin to bring your characters to the page, keep in mind that, just like in a novel, if we tell too much, rather than show, our characters won’t make a smooth transition from novel to big screen.

 

Linda Segar suggests as you work through your script, watch for characters making long speeches that explain what they are doing. Be careful that your flashbacks are dramatic, not expositions or explanations. Can you see what motivates your characters without explanation? So you have enough showing? Does your main character have a clearly expressed goal? Do we know when the story is finished? Is my character active or passive? Does s/he drive the story or is driven by it? Are my story goals compelling enough to move the story from beginning to end without all the subplots of my novel?

 

If you’ve done your job, your character will propel the plot in a seamless integration that appears to be entirely natural and can be seen or expressed through the medium of film. No problem, right?

 

Marketing Tips

 

If you haven’t completed at least one script, then you shouldn’t begin any marketing efforts. The script market is NOT like the book market. You can’t market unfinished ideas UNTIL you are a selling scriptwriter. There are a couple of good reasons for not working on the proposal method that is the goal of the novel writer.

 

First, only rarely can an unproduced screenwriter sell an undeveloped idea. And if they do, they usually don’t get to be the one who develops it. Second, ideas can’t be copyrighted. You run the very real risk of having your idea stolen and developed without your involvement and without compensation. Even a completed script can have the ideas within it ripped off. Prior to marketing your script, it is essential that you register your script to protect it and yourself. It does help that your novel is copyrighted, but it doesn’t hurt to protect your script, too.

 

You can do this one of two ways. You can copyright it with the U.S. Copyright Office or you can register the script through the Writer’s Guild. If you get a request to read your script from a producer, it is likely that they will ask you to sign a release of some kind and require that you post a copyright or WGA registration number on your script. If you enter any contests, they also require some proof the material is protected.

 

There’s a lot of chat on the links about the “poor man’s copyright” (mailing a copy to yourself), but most producers don’t consider that enough protection for THEM and will require a more formal registration through the WGA or Copyright Office.

 

The general guideline about registering your script is that your registration is valid as long as you don’t substantially change the script. Working with a production company can result in substantial change to your script. This would require you to re-register it IF the script doesn’t continue on into production (which happens a LOT). 

 

You can register your script online at http://www.wga.org/ It’s a fairly simple process. Here’s their FAQ page:

 

Purpose and Coverage

 

The WGA Registration Service has been set up to assist writers in establishing the completion dates of material written for the fields of radio, film, television, video cassettes/discs, and interactive media.

 

Registration provides a dated record of the writer's claim to authorship of a particular literary material. If necessary a WGA employee may produce the material as evidence if legal or official Guild action is initiated.

 

The Intellectual Property Registry does not make comparisons of registration deposits, bestow any statutory protections, or give legal advice. Submitted material is not read by the Intellectual Property Registry or WGAw staff.

 

Please be aware registration with the Guild does not protect titles.

 

Registerable Material

 

Registerable material includes scripts, treatments, synopses, outlines, written ideas specifically intended for radio, television and film, video cassettes/discs, and interactive media.

 

The WGA Registration Office also accepts stageplays, novels and other books, short stories, poems, commercials, lyrics, and drawings.

 

Procedure for Deposit by Mail or In Person

 

The Registration Office must receive:

 

1)       One (1) unbound loose-leaf copy of material on standard, 8 1/2" x 11" paper.
2) Cover sheet with title of material and all writers’ full legal names.
3) Social security number (or foreign equivalent), return address, and phone numbers of authors.
4) Registration fee(s): WGAw and WGAE members in good standing - $10, non-members - $20.

 

Click for a convenient title page to use when registering by mail or in person.

 

When the material is received, it is sealed in an envelope and the date and time are recorded. A numbered certificate is returned which serves as the official documentation of registration. Because the certificate is your proof of registration, it should be kept in a safe place.

 

Notice of registration may consist of the following wording on the title page:

 

"REGISTERED WGAw No.____."

 

Duration and Expiration

 

Registration is valid for a term of five (5) years. Upon expiration registration may be renewed for an additional five-year period at the current registration rate. Renewals will be accepted up to three (3) months prior to the expiration of the original registration. A grace period will be extended allowing renewals as late as three (3) months following the expiration of the original registration.

 

At the time of registration, or renewal, you authorize the WGA to destroy the material without further notice to you on the expiration of the first term of registration or any renewal period.

 

Access to Registration Information

 

Only the writers listed on the registration receipt may request confirmation of registration, the registration number, date of deposit, or any other information.

 

The WGA will honor such written requests from writers regarding the registration of their own work(s) only if accompanied by photo identification. All verification or confirmation requests from a writer should contain as much specific information as possible, such as registration number, title of material, effective date, and social security number of writer, and may be submitted by facsimile, mail, or in person. The fax number for the Intellectual Property Registry is (323) 782-4803.

 

Access to Copies of Deposited Material

 

Because the deposited material cannot be returned to the writer without defeating the purpose of registration, registered material may not be withdrawn. It is therefore important to always retain a separate copy of the material being registered.

 

If a writer finds it necessary to obtain a copy of deposited material, duplicates may be purchased for the price of registration upon written request by one or more of the listed authors, identified by photo identification. In the event an author is deceased, proof of death and consent of the representative of the heirs and/or estate must be presented in order to obtain a copy of the material.

 

Requests for duplication of deposited material must be submitted by 5 p.m. Thursday of any week. Duplicates will be available Wednesday of the following week.

 

In no event, except under these provisions, shall any deposited material, copies of deposited material, or information regarding deposited material be provided unless an official guild action, court order, or other legal process has been served.

 

Frequently Asked Questions

 

Does registration take the place of copyright?

 

No. Any questions regarding copyright should be directed to the U.S. Copyright Office in Washington, D.C. at 1-800-688-9889 or to an attorney specializing in that area of law. Copyright application forms are available to walk-in customers only. Or click for more information www.loc.gov.

 

Does registration with the Writers Guild protect titles?

 

No. For more information, go to www.uspto.gov.

 

Does registration help a writer become a member?

 

No. Questions concerning the rules for admission to membership in the guild should be referred to the WGA’s Membership department at (323) 782-4532. Or click for more information: www.wga.org/manuals/admission.html.

 

Does registration help in determining writing credits?

 

Generally, no. If there is a dispute as to authorship or sequencing of material by date, then registration may be relevant. Questions concerning the WGA credit determination procedures should be directed to the Credits department at (323) 782-4528. Or click here for more information www.wga.org/credits/index.html.

 

For questions and answers about online registration, visit our FAQ page or contact the Intellectual Property Registry at (323) 782-4500.

 

Another reality that you need to face is that the odds of getting your script produced are phenomenal. Typically producers see your script as a sample of your writing ability. They may love it and even option it, but you may also be asked to write a script for their idea. Or to rewrite someone else’s idea. As hard as it may seem, these are often the steps it takes for you to get where you want to go: getting your own scripts produced. Some writers never get their scripts produced. Some rewrite others’ scripts. Others make their money off options—always the bridesmaid, never the bride.

 

There are those rare cases, the ones that make it in the news, where a new screenwriter gets their own idea optioned and produced, the “overnight success” that everyone loves to hear about and gets their hope from. But behind most overnight successes are usually years of writing scripts. If you truly want to write for Hollywood, you need to write and write and write. To even approach Hollywood, you really need to have at least FOUR scripts under your belt to be taken seriously, well, slightly seriously.

 

I do not say these things to depress or discourage you, but if you’re going to take on Hollywood, you need to be tough, you need to be determined, you need to not give up and you need to keep writing against great odds.

 

If you only have one script to market, it is going to hurt you. The only exception to this might be a producer who has asked you to adapt your novel for film.

 

That doesn’t mean you can’t begin entering that script in contests or doing some preliminary testing of the waters. It just means that you run the risk of losing any opening you get into Hollywood if you don’t have additional scripts to fall back on.

 

One of the interesting things I’ve found in my dealings with producers is that they will call you to reject you. While this isn’t that fun, it does have its upside, as they will also usually tell you why they rejected you AND give you the opportunity to pitch another script—if you have it. 

 

What’s disconcerting about it, besides the whole rejection aspect, is that they will sometimes tell you what they are looking for, then pause expectantly. Usually what they are looking for isn’t remotely like what you’ve written or ever intend to write, such as: “I'm looking for an island caper movie with all African-American cast that can be done for $100,000 dollars.” Or “I can only work with Canadian writers. Are you one?”

 

You can learn a lot from the bumping-heads process of submitting, but you have to be teachable…and you also have to be able to tell when you’re getting good “notes” from a producer and when they are full of crap. (If you do option or sell a script and you’re asked to rewrite it, you’ll get notes from everyone, up to and including the janitorial staff. By the time they are through, you won’t remember what story you were trying to tell.)

 

Let’s get down and dirty with marketing. David Trottier has some good tips in his The Screenwriter’s Bible for the neophyte screenwriter getting ready to dip a toe into marketing. He identifies the following tools for marketing a script:

 

1.       a showcase script

2.       a pitch hook

3.       a brief story summary

4.       a synopsis

5.       a treatment or outline (there is some disagreement in the industry on whether treatments are relevant anymore)

 

1.       A Showcase Script

 

Okay, this is obvious. You have to write the best script you can. For example, if you want to write for television, then you need at least one feature script sample and one television script sample.

 

It’s a good idea to find people to read your work prior to submitting. If you can hook up with a good writer’s group, you can sometimes get reads of your script by making contacts that way. The other way is to hire a consultant. Unlike the book market, the script market operates on the assumption that unless someone perceived as important likes your work, they won’t risk it. (That’s why contests can be a good way to get attention, but they can end up being as expensive as hiring a consultant.)

 

There are tons of consultants out there. As in anything having to do with Hollywood, do your research. Often but not always it is the case of, “those who can’t, teach.” You also need to find someone who fits with your personal style and understands your vision of your story and wants to help you bring that out, not just put their name on a project.

 

2.       A Pitch Hook

 

Your pitch hook comprises your logline that you can use in an email, a letter or over the phone. 

 

3.       A Brief Story Summary

 

This is a brief expansion of your logline. Combined with your logline, it comprises your two-minute pitch (all the time you’re usually allowed during in face or phone pitching.) If you’re a novelist, this would be somewhat the same as your back cover copy, but with a beginning, a middle, and a hook at the end. A good summary lets you know who the major players are, what they want, and what stands in their way.

 

4.       A Synopsis

 

We’re still talking brief, but this is an expanded story summary, no more than one or two pages. Something that can be attached to a letter or pasted in an email, or delivered with an in-person pitch. Remember that you’re dealing with people who have amazingly short attention spans. Brief, brief, brief.

 

5.       A Treatment or an Outline

 

There is a lot of disagreement about whether the treatment is in vogue in Hollywood. My advice is to do one IF you’re asked to. Otherwise, don’t bother. I’ve never been asked for one. Additionally, it is a complete telling of your story, which means you have to protect it the same way you would a script. That costs money to get it registered. Your goal is to get someone to read your script, not just your ideas. And yes, they do get stolen.

 

Planning to Take Hollywood

 

There are three planning steps to any business enterprise: purpose, audience and strategy. If you don’t know what your purpose is, you won’t be able to create an effective strategy. Your purpose isn’t about your script, it’s about what you want to accomplish, what you want to sell. Presumably, that is your script, but it can also mean selling yourself as a writer. Quite often, producers consider your script a sample of writing and use those samples to make writing assignments. So you need to know what you want to accomplish as a screenwriter. Do you only want to sell your script or are you looking for writing assignments?

 

Next you need to identify the individual/s who can give you what you want. There are a variety of ways to do that. The most direct way is by using the Hollywood Creative Directory (www.hcdonline.com). It is expensive, but it only lists production companies who have actually made movies and the people involved in them. Buying the print copy means that some of info can be out of date. Getting the online version means that sometimes you don’t get all the information. I’ve had both, and found both useful for different reasons. In the online version, you can set parameters to search by (for instance, by producers with email addresses) and then filter further by looking at the types of films they’ve made. I found the production company that optioned my script this way.

 

As I mentioned before, make sure your work is protected and keep good records of who you contact with what. Again, theft occurs all the time in Hollywood. That’s not to say that two people can’t come up with the same idea (note the year of the meteor when three movies where released with similar themes, but very different styles of storytelling.) The best way to protect your work is to register it and keep good records.

 

Another important aspect of marketing to Hollywood has to do with attitude and confidence. Show no fear, be confident (not arrogant!) and be careful. Everyone loves you to your face. You need enthusiasm and persistence. You need to not be difficult to work with, but not roll over either. It doesn’t hurt to know the “hero's journey” and other buzz words either.

 

Next, do your research. It’s all good and well to decide that a certain actor or actress would love to have your script, but getting it to them is like running a gauntlet blindfolded. They have lots of people whose job it is to keep you from getting to them. That’s because they don’t like being sued by writers who think their script was stolen.

 

The other thing to keep is mind is what type of script you’ve written. Is it high concept or avant-garde? Is it more suited to mainstream Hollywood or the independent producers, i.e. Sundance, market? Take your time. While you’re doing your research, hopefully you’re writing another script AND letting your “perfect” script sit untouched and unlooked at. You need some distance from your script if you’re going to effectively market it or be able to see any weaknesses.

 

Other places you can find info:

 

Read the trades, such as Variety & Hollywood Reporter. Also read scriptwriting and movie magazines such as Premiere, Creative Screenwriting, Scr(i)pt, etc. The above mentioned Hollywood Creative Directory is also very useful. There are also some online sites that list info about producers, who is doing what, and who is looking. There are tons of sites that will post scripts for producers or seek to put writers and producers together. Some are fee-based, some aren’t.

 

Another thing that can help you with your research is your personal preferences. If you don’t go to movies or watch television, you are at a disadvantage. You need to see what in your genre is being produced, where, and by whom. When you watch a movie, notice who the producers are and who directed it. Also notice what the cable stations are producing. There are a lot of movies being made by Lifetime, TNT, HBO, Hallmark, etc. These are original movies. Places such as Lifetime premiere at least one new movie a month. Other options include ABC Family Channel, Showtime…well, you get the idea.

 

You want to find the people behind the production companies, but remember that it is producers who get movies made. And it’s also important to be realistic about what your script is. If it’s a Movie of the Week (MOW), then don’t waste your time and effort marketing it to feature producers. Also, a lot of films are being made for the foreign movie market. IndieGals, who optioned my script, were targeting it to the foreign market. That meant rewriting it to strengthen the male lead and lessening the female. Find out what the market peculiarities are and try to play to them, or least let them know you know your stuff in your query.

 

Also, keep in mind that Hollywood is built on people knowing people. Nurture contacts. Network. Create connections any way you can. The lowly person of today is the heavy hitter of tomorrow. Even the person answering the phone is planning to move up. Be nice. Keep track of anyone who comments favorably on your work. While they may turn you down now, they might be interested in your next script.

 

Tell everyone you know that you’re writing a script. You never know who might have a television contact. I got an actress “read” because a writing friend was her stepmother. You just never know who will know someone who can help you. So always, always, always be nice, be polite, be helpful. Particularly in your online contacts with people.

 

I was on a screenwriting list where a lot of flaming took place. After several months of this a producer posted that he’d hired a writer from the list: someone who was invariably polite and helpful and had never flamed anyone. He wanted people to know producers were on the list and had taken note of who would be easy to work with and who wouldn’t.

 

As in print publishing, Hollywood has agents. There are a lot of advantages to having an agent, but it is as hard or harder to get an agent in Hollywood. There are also “managers.” Basically, the manager position was created so that agents could get around the “ten percent rule” that agents have to operate under. Agents also are prohibited from taking part in deals and managers aren’t. So be careful about how you deal with managers. Many people have both, because they do different things—to some extent. But they can do damage if you don’t have the right ones.

 

As in finding a producer, getting an agent or manager is always easier if you’ve sold a script or won a contest. When my script placed first in a very minor contest, I got several calls from managers and producers. The script was already optioned, so not sure how much help it ultimately would have been, but it did help jump some hurdles.

 

Just be careful what contests you invest in. Check them out. Contests run by producers can be thinly veiled attempts to get you to pay for a reading. There are very prestigious contests that can really help your career, but the competition is keen. A couple of the better ones are the Austin Heart of Film Festival contest, Carl Sautter Memorial Scriptwriting, Chesterfield, and the top of the top is the Nicholl Fellowship Competition. Information about all contests can be found at moviebytes.com.

 

Pitching

 

We’re in the home stretch now and hopefully you’re getting close to knowing what you need to know to begin to market your script. Again, I’d like to stress that taking a few ideas to the Hollywood pitching mill does have its downside. If you don’t have more ideas behind the main ones you’re pitching, you may lose an opportunity. This was brought home to me by my manager, who emailed me recently to say that she feels like producers want to suck her writers dry. Always, they want more ideas. The usual complaint is that producers may not know what they want, but they do know what they don’t want. So there is a lot of luck in the process. Which means you need to throw your net as wide as possible. You just never know when you might hit a producer at the right moment.

 

Okay, let’s talk pitching. We start with the pitching sheet. This is particularly important if you’re pitching by phone. Have one for each script in front of you and make sure you have it solid and only need to refer to your sheet in moments of panic. If you’re pitching in person, the pitch sheet can be left behind, with contact info, for the execs to refer to later. I’ve included a sample pitch sheet, provided courtesy of the late Sally Merlin.

 

1.       Pitching Sheet

 

A SAMPLE PITCH/ONE SHEET
The Usual Suspects

 

"A boat, believed to have $91 million in cocaine on board, is docked at a pier in San Pedro, just south of L.A. Suddenly an enormous explosion rips through the still of the night and you know that whatever or whoever was unlucky enough to be on that boat was blown halfway to hell.

 

Within hours, a charred floating carcass is all that’s left. That, and twenty-seven dead bodies. Miraculously, there are two survivors: a Hungarian gangster who lies, clinging to life and burnt to a crisp, in a hospital bed; and Roger "Verbal" Kint, a crippled con man from New York.

As U.S. Customs Special Agent David Kujan conducts his grueling inquisition, Kint weaves a tale that begins six weeks earlier, at a police lock-up in New York. Five felons, accused of hijacking a truckload of gun parts in Queens, are brought in for a line-up. The cops don’t have much in the way of evidence, so the five are held overnight.

 

Five criminals. Five criminal minds. One night. One plan. They are suspects. Strangers. With one thing in common: Keyser Soze – a criminal so feared, so fabled, even the icy glares of these cold-blooded killers burn with terror at the mere mention of his name.

 

And now, the only one who can identify Keyser Soze, believed to be at the heart of this dockside massacre, is the hospitalized Hungarian. So while an FBI sketch artist struggles to complete his rendering of Soze before the witness dies, Verbal Kint sits in the D.A.’s office, taking Kujan through the steps that led him there.

 

The inquisition is arduous. Kujan is relentless. Hour after hour he probes. Kint wavers and, finally, breaks. In the end, a pathetic, low-life con man is outwitted by a smart, shrewd U.S. government agent.

Or is he?"

 

Used with permission of Sally B. Merlin, The Complete Screenplay. Copyright Sally B. Merlin

 

Ways to a Means

 

As I mentioned previously, there are many ways to reach producers with your pitch. Obviously the most desired method is they call you, but that is fairly rare, unless you win a prestigious contest, so here are the typical ways to reach producers:

[image: img2.png]       Email pitching

[image: img2.png]       Phone pitching

[image: img2.png]       Snail mail pitching

[image: img2.png]       In person pitching

 

Email pitching is slightly different from pitching either by phone or in person. For one thing, you have to “hook” the recipient into actually reading it. That’s why you start with your logline/hook right at the top. You want it to be seen, just in case they don't plan to open your email, and hopefully hook them into reading more, then requesting the script.

 

I’ve tried email pitching, and it was the way I secured the option of I Love Luci – When I Don't Want to Kill Her. I’m quite sure that the title of the script was a HUGE help in getting producers to actually read the email pitch, but I also had to have a good pitch to take them to the next step: requesting the script. (Note: I had to change the title to Do Wah Diddy Die because Desilu Productions owns the trademark to I Love Lucy.)

 

This is my email pitch for Luci:

 

TITLE: I LOVE LUCI - WHEN I DON’T WANT TO KILL HER

 

 

LOG LINE: Luci Seymour - sexy & free spirited - returns to steamy New Orleans in search of the father she’s never met. She finds murder, mayhem, love and adventure when her timing puts her directly in the sights of an elderly hit couple and a con man’s last scam.

 

REVIEW QUOTE ABOUT THE NOVEL SCRIPT WAS ADAPTED FROM: “Pauline Baird Jones has definitely carved a niche for herself in the category of romantic comedy, with talent that rivals the best and a sense of humor that is sure to leave readers breathless with laughter. If you love romantic comedy and haven’t had a chance to read DO WAH DIDDY . . . DIE, you don’t know what you’re missing. This one is a must read!” —Reviewers Choice Award from Scribes World.

 

To read additional review quotes about DO WAH DIDDY DIE, the novel, click on this link: http://www.paulinebjones.com/dowah.htm

 

You’ll note that I use the book’s review quotes to back up my pitch and that I keep it short and to the point.

 

Here’s the email pitch for The Last Enemy:

 

TITLE: THE LAST ENEMY

 

LOGLINE: An author must script her own survival when she’s targeted for death by a hit man.

 

SYNOPSIS: Two men need her. One needs her dead.

http://www.hardshell.com/Thenemy.asp

Betrayed by those who were supposed to protect her, author Dani Gwynne is plotting her own survival, working against time, terror and her fear of heights in the mile high city of Denver.


 


Deputy U.S. Marshal Matthew Kirby is the lonesome lawman in charge of finding Dani. Hunting is what the Marshals do best and Matt is their top tracker, but even he hasn’t been able to close the law and disorder gap with an elusive killer who’s never missed his mark.

 


 
Until now...

 


 
Jonathan Hayes is a hit man with two obsessions: to kill Dani and to find Willow, his online lover. He doesn’t know he can’t have it both ways.

 


 
With the clock ticking on their macabre game of hide and seek, find and near miss across city and cyberspace, Dani must face all her fears to defeat a killer who won’t stop until he gets everything he wants. Or destroys them all trying…

 

This script is an adaptation of my award-winning novel, THE LAST ENEMY, published in hard cover in 2000.

 

BOOK REVIEW QUOTE: “A highly suspenseful, should-be-a-movie, totally entertaining tale of derring-do, THE LAST ENEMY defies categorization--at least by me. All I can tell you is: I enjoyed every word and was sorry when I reached the end. If you really liked the movie, ROMANCING THE STONE, then you will absolutely love THE LAST ENEMY and be clamoring at Hollywood’s gates to make this book into the next ‘really great movie.’ Very Highly Recommended,” Under the Cover Reviews

 

“THE LAST ENEMY is a brilliantly crafted psychological thriller. It is a compelling story of obsession and bloodlust combined with edge-of-your-seat action scenes and a powerful attraction and love that will not be ignored. The suspense is almost painful in its intensity, the sexual tension is taut and the insights into the mind of the killer are as fascinating as they are horrifying. Pauline Jones has proved again that she is a talented author. I recommend The Last Enemy highly.” ~ Reviewed by Dee Lloyd

 

Additional information about me and my published novels at: http://www.paulinebjones.com

 

The snail mail pitch isn’t that much different from the standard query letter you’d send to a book publisher, but again, I start with the logline, then a brief paragraph about the script, followed by any additional information that I feel might make the proposal more interesting. My experience with snail mail pitching is not great. 

 

Maybe it’s easier for a producer to hit reply or maybe it was the markets I targeted. There’s no real way to know, except to keep trying. Typically, with a snail mail pitch, you’ll either get no response at all, or a letter returning your pitch with the information that they don’t accept unsolicited queries. They are deathly afraid of being sued. That’s one reason why I primarily email pitch. That and the fact it is cheaper and quicker.

 

I haven’t done a lot of phone pitching, which is why I provided you with articles and links to people with experience in that area. I have pitched when a producer called to turn me down and have gotten requests. What I’ve learned is that if they like your writing, they are open to more submissions, so make a note of positive responses. These are the contacts you want to nurture and hit with future pitches.

 

If you can’t be in Hollywood, it is helpful to have a manager or agent who will do the pitching for you—if you can get someone good. As with a book agent, you need someone who is passionate about your work and hungry to sell.

 

The other thing that you bring to the equation is your passion for your work and your desire to make a sale. If you press forward, keep writing and keep submitting, keep getting good feedback, eventually you will break in. 

 

And as I mentioned before, sometimes the indie route is a good way to worm your way in. There are literally thousands of scripts floating around Hollywood and only a small portion of them actually get made into movies. Just getting an option or even selling a script doesn’t mean it will get made, but it does give you credentials you can build on. Many scriptwriters end up producing their own scripts. Producing your own work is also an option, one that is getting better as technology improves.

 

I do think it is important to know your own strengths and weaknesses as you approach your marketing campaign. Try to work within your strengths, but also don’t be afraid to step outside your comfort zone.  Hollywood types are surprisingly open to calls—if you make it worth their time. Just remember to know your script and know yourself. I can’t promise you success, but I can promise you’ll have quite the adventure!

 

CONCLUSION

 

 

Before you take on the Big H, I highly recommend that you pick up:

 

The Writer Got Screwed (But Didn't Have To) by Brooke A. Wharton.

 

This is an invaluable legal resource, though it isn’t a substitute for legal advice. I call it my “duh” book. It’s the place I refer to before I ask the inevitable newbie questions on any of the links.

 

Another book I’ve worn ragged is:

 

The Script Is Finished, Now What Do I Do? By K Callan

 

If she has an updated version, buy that. Otherwise, some of the listings are old, but the information is great and will help you jump a few steps forward in the process.

 

This is also a good time to consider whether you want to work with a script consultant. Unlike the book industry, where book doctors are looked on less favorably (though that is changing as well), in the movie industry, it is really hard for anyone to “like” a script unless someone else likes it already. I know, strange business, but I did warn you. That’s why I recommend either finding you a good consultant or trying out your script in some contests.

 

Consultants are expensive, but so are contests. And even if you hire a consultant, you may eventually end up looking at the contest route. It is REALLY HARD to get someone to look at your work unless you have a connection to someone or come to their attention in a way they trust.

 

Once you do start pitching and get a request for a read, you may be asked to sign a release. Many writers balk at this step, but the simple fact is, many producers won’t read your script without one. Some provide their own; others ask you to provide one. This is good, because there are sample releases available on the web that you can download and tinker with. Basically, they just don’t want to get sued if they happen to be working on a script that has a similar idea to yours. This doesn’t stop you from suing if they actually steal your script. There is no protection for them from that, but if you’re uncomfortable with something you’re being asked to sign, consult an entertainment attorney.

 

This is why it is so important to keep good submission records. They also help you to follow up on positive comments with another script somewhere down the road. Building contacts and networking is key to breaking into Hollywood.

 

There are some who will tell you that you have to live in LA if you want to be successful, but many writers have lucrative and successful careers while living elsewhere. It does help, initially, if you are there occasionally to pitch or if you have someone, such as an agent or manager, to do the pitching for you.

 

I can’t stress enough the importance of always being friendly, patient and kind to anyone you deal with in this business. The person answering the phone today may be a producer with the power to buy or kill your script tomorrow. Everyone is working their way up the ladder and can potentially become someone who can help you. And, not unlike publishing, it is a small world. Bad word of mouth can hurt your chances. 

 

Being nice should extend to your online contacts, too. I’ve seen so many screenwriters get lured into flame wars on the links, thinking that no one important is viewing their behavior. The truth is, you never know where the people with power are going to be. They can be lurking anywhere and, surprise, they don’t like working with difficult writers.

 

Sometimes you’ll be asked to work with a partner or you may run into someone you think you can write with. I’ve seen long-distance writers partner with LA-based writers to get access. A partnership can be a great boon to your career, but approach it in a business-like fashion. Get a contract that spells out how much time each person will contribute to the script, who gets top writing credit and what will happen if someone doesn’t do their part.

 

Approach your screenwriting career as professionally as you can. Ideas are the fuel of your career. Producers consider you a mine of ideas. You’re supposed to spout then at the drop of a hat. Keep a notebook with you and practice coming up with ideas.

 

If you’re only in it to adapt your novels, that’s great. Even if you only option the script and it’s never produced, you can do a lot of cross promotion, build buzz for the novel from that small step forward. And if you actually get produced, well, go to town on that promotion. 

 

And don’t forget to enjoy the process. How you feel about what you’re doing will be reflected in your work.

 

One thing that David Trottier suggests is that you take the long view. Visualize where you’d like to be in ten, twenty, even thirty years, in your career. Take it and yourself seriously. Set some short-term goals (attainable ones you actually have control over). Saying you’re going to sell a script is unrealistic. You don’t control that, but submitting it to multiple markets, you can control. Then set longer-term goals. Write them down. Look at them often. There is great power in setting goals. Make them as specific as possible and, again, make sure they are things you have control over.

 

Learn how to take criticism. You’ll get lots of it. And if you don’t want your story changed, either write a book or become a producer. Otherwise, be prepared to have your ideas messed with. But at the same time, learn how to effectively fight for the important parts of your story. Do you have deal breakers? Know what they are. Learn how to negotiate, how to talk the talk.

 

At this point, I’ve taken you as far as I can. Now it’s up to you to continue the journey, to keep learning the business, to keep pushing your personal boundaries and reaching your own goals.

 

ADDITIONAL READING

 

 

The Art of Adaptation: Turning Fact and Fiction into Film Linda Seger

The Screenwriter's Workbook Syd Field

Making a Good Writer Great: A Creativity Workbook for Screenwriters Linda Segar

Making a Good Script Great Linda Seger

The Writer Got Screwed (But Didn't Have To) Brooke A. Wharton

Getting Your Script Through the Hollywood Maze Linda Stuart

2002-2003 Writer's Guide to Hollywood Producer's, Directors, and Screenwriter's Agents Skip Press

Playwriting: The Structure of Action Sam Smiley

The Screenwriter's Survival Guide Max Adams

The Writer's Journey Christopher Vogler

Hollywood Creative Directory (www.hcdoneline.com) - various directories for screenwriters, pricey, but important for serious marketers

The Screenwriter's Bible David Trottier (good basic guide to screenwriting)

 

 

SCREENWRITING LINKS

 

http://breakingin.net/logline.htm - Log line article

 

http://www.writersstore.com/article.php?articles_id=231 – Another log line article

 

http://www.tvwritersvault.com/creating/creatingLoglines.asp - And another log line article.

 

http://scriptersworld.8k.com/swsoftw.htm - Free, shareware scriptwriting links

 

http://www.dvshop.ca/dvcafe/writing/formatting.html - Screenwriting resources

 

http://www.electronicbookshere.com/screenwriting_software/free_screenwriting_software.html - More free screenwriting software

 

http://breakingin.net/freebies.htm - Breaking in - advice and freebies

 

http://www.writerstore.com – Software and great articles on variety of writing topics

 

http://www.screenwritersutopia.com/

 

http://www.screenwriting.info/ - Linda Segar’s website

 

Drew's Script-O-Rama: free movie scripts and screenplays, baby!

 

Final Draft
Screenplay formatting, screenwriting, script development.
http://www.finaldraft.com/

 

Writers Guild of America, west
A union representing writers in the motion picture, broadcast, cable and new media industries.
http://www.wga.org/

 


 
WordPlayer
Message boards and articles about writing screenplays, from an insider's perspective.
http://www.wordplayer.com/

 

Daily Script - Movie Scripts and Movie Screenplays

 

How To Write Scripts - Hollywood screenwriting tips and tricks from...

 

http://creativescreenwriting.com/csdaily.html

 

Done Deal @ ScriptSales.com
Business and craft of screenwriting. Lists of screenplays, pitches, & books sold in Hollywood, along with agency & producer lists, screenwriting...
http://www.scriptsales.com/

 


 
Sell Your Literary Material To Hollywood - HollywoodLitSales.com
Hollywoodlitsales.com provides screenwriting and book writing information and services for screenwriters and authors, including screenplay coverage...
http://www.hollywoodlitsales.com/

 


 
MovieBytes - Screenwriting Contests, Screenwriting Competitions,...
Movie Bytes - Screenwriting Contests, Screenwriting Competitions, Screenwriting Markets Online. The MovieBytes website features a comprehensive...
http://www.moviebytes.com/

 


 
Screenwriting and Movie Screenplay Database: Home Page
Movie Script Coverage & Analysis, Screenwriting Competition & Writers Database for Screenwriters...
http://www.scriptpimp.com/

 


 
Matching screenplays, movie scripts and feature scripts to the film...
Every week, up to eight screenwriters sell or option their scripts on our site. Sell your script. Get your screenplay seen by producers, production...
http://www.inktip.com/
 

 


Screenplay.com
Movie Magic and Dramatica Software: story development, screenwriting, scheduling, and budgeting software.
http://www.screenplay.com/

 


Simply Scripts - Free Movie Scripts and Screenplays
Advanced Script Search Creative Screenwriting Magazine "Best Screenwriting Magazine" LA Times Search Now:
http://www.simplyscripts.com/

 


 
SCREENWRITERS ON LINE - Home Page
Screenwriting classes and industry report.
http://www.screenwriter.com/

 


Hollywood Scriptwriter, The Trade Paper For Screenwriters
Interviews and articles on the craft and business of screenwriting for film and television.
http://www.hollywoodscriptwriter.com/

 

Crafty Screenwriting: Writing Movies That Get Made
How to write movies that actually get made, by a professional screenwriter and former development exec. Includes FAQs on screenwriting, the movie...
http://www.craftyscreenwriting.com/

 


 
American Screenwriters Association Home Page - Screenwriters Agent...
ASA is national non-profit screenwriting organization supporting Screenwriting - Screenwriters Agent Director Producer Script Studio Hollywood Actor...
http://www.asascreenwriters.com/

 


 
Hollywood Creative Directory
Final Draft presents Ask the Pros: Screenwriting. The Ultimate Survival Guide to the New Music Industry. How Not to Write a Screenplay...
http://www.hcdonline.com/

 

Austin Film Festival |
Competition dedicated to recognizing the writer's contribution to the motion picture industry.
http://www.austinfilmfestival.com/

 

Welcome to Cinestory
National non-profit screenwriter's organization that helps emerging screenwriters hone their craft and find alternative access to the screen.
http://www.cinestory.com/

 

ScriptShark.com - Tools For The Serious Writer - Screenplay...
Screenwriting evaluation, coverage and submission services.
http://www.scriptshark.com/

 


 
A Hollywood Script Consultant
Hollywoodscript.com earns a "Recommended" and (previously) an "Honorable Mention" by Creative Screenwriting Magazine.
http://www.hollywoodscript.com/
 

 


Script Fly: screenplays, movie scripts and script writing
Screenwriting Articles. Building Your Screenwriter's Toolbox ... 11 Non-Writing Tools to Improve Your Screenwriting...
http://www.scriptfly.com/

 


 
The Artful Writer - A Screenwriting Blog
Find Your Lack Of Faith Disturbing (Josh Friedman) WordPlayer The Thinking Writer Kung Fu Monkey Screenwriting Life Lee Goldberg Alligators In...
http://artfulwriter.com/

 


 
WC Martell's Script Secrets
Free Script Tip EVERY Day, Free Screenwriting Article Every Week, Script Sales News, Screenwriting Questions answered by a Professional Screenwriter.
http://www.scriptsecrets.net/

 

http://www.thecelebritycafe.com/

http://groups.yahoo.com/group/Comedy_Screenplays/ (Comedy screenwriting discussion list)

http://scriptwritersnetwork.com/

http://us.imdb.com/

http://www.zoetrope.com/

www.scriptsecrets.net

http://breakingin.net/index.html

http://www.youknow.com/film/theory/fouract/4act.html - four act screenplay

 

APPENDIX

 

 

Script Sample: Do Wah Diddy Die

 

EXT. NEW ORLEANS FRENCH QUARTER

 

       The door of the Central Grocery opens and FERN SMITH -- 

       dressed in cheesy tourist clothes and orthopedic shoes -- 

       emerges carrying a variety of sacks.

 

       She walks through streets, obviously enjoying sights.

 

       EXT. NEW ORLEANS STREET

 

       Artie gets in flashy car, removes slightly worn shoes 

       from shoe box and tosses them in back seat with pile of 

       other slightly worn shoes.

 

       He pulls out into traffic without skill and gets honked 

       at ferociously.

 

       EXT. FRENCH QUARTER

 

       Fern goes into seedy hotel.

 

       INT. SEEDY HOTEL

 

       Inside Fern hears a scratchy Sousa MARCH as she unlocks a 

       door and goes in.

 

       INT. HOTEL ROOM

 

       DONALD SMITH - para-military gear, out of shape - poses 

       in front of the cracked mirror, an AK-47 held at a 

       military angle across his chest. 

 

       A bandanna is knotted around his head. 

 

       On the dresser is a shoe box addressed to REGGIE SEYMOUR 

       at a New Orleans address. Next to it is a picture of LUCI 

       SEYMOUR. 

 

       Fern crosses to bed and drops bags on bed, then snaps OFF 

       radio.

 

                           FERN

                 I still think we shoulda bought the 

                 Uzi.

 

       Donald jumps and turns to face her.

 

                           DONALD

                 Artie--

 

                           FERN

                 Artie isn’t the bopper.  Why you 

                 letting him lay out the hit? 

 

       Donald lays AK-47 on a rickety dresser.

 

                           DONALD

                 It’s his tab, so it’s his call. 

 

                           FERN

                 His over due tab-- 

 

       He points to the shoe box.  

 

       Fern finds it filled with envelopes addressed to Arthur 

       Maxwell. Inside one envelope is a one dollar bill. She 

       holds it up and gives Donald “I can’t believe this” look.

 

                           DONALD

                 One’s or twenties, what does it 

                 matter, long as it’s real?

 

                           FERN

                 I’d be surprised if there’s a hundred 

                 here.  He was supposed to pay half up 

                 front for the hit.

 

                           DONALD

                 Artie’s good for it. 

                     (beat)

                 He is!  He’s lucked into the perfect, 

                 no risk scam!  

 

                           FERN

                 I thought getting married was his 

                 scam?

 

                           DONALD

                 More like his punishment.

                     (beat)

                 I’m telling you, Fern, he’s in the 

                 money.  New car, nice suit and he’s 

                 willing to cut us in if we take out 

                 the broad.  We gonna get way more than 

                 our fee. Enough to go to Disneyland in 

                 Japan if we want to!

 

       Fern looks at picture of LUCI.

 

                           FERN

                 All that for killing her?

                     (beat)

                 If he’s willing to cut us in, there’s 

                 more at stake here than keeping his 

                 new wife from finding out about his 

                 old wives or his scams.

 

       Donald avoids her gaze.

 

                           DONALD 

                 Probably. 

                     (beat)

                 He didn’t tell me what, just that he 

                 had a spot of bad luck. Something he 

                 needed to move before the wedding.

 

                           FERN

                 Bad luck and Artie go hand in hand. 

                 I’d rather have our fee--

                     (beat)

                 He doesn’t have it, does he?

 

                           DONALD

                 He’s got it.  Just can’t get to it if 

                 we don’t take out the broad before his 

                 little . . . problem . . . surfaces. 

 

                           FERN

                 So if we don’t stop Luci Seymour, we 

                 don’t get paid?

 

       Donald nods. Fern runs her finger the length of the AK-47 

       and sighs.

 

                           FERN (CONT’D)

                 It’s not an Uzi, but I expect it’ll 

                 get the job done.
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