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			There are a lot of books on screenwriting, one of which is my own — Rewrite, A Step-by-Step Guide to Strengthen Structure, Characters, and Drama in Your Screenplay — which help you get started on the process of writing a screenplay. This is not one of those books. This is a companion book to those. This is an easy-reading book of short chapters which you can peruse just before nodding off, or even skim while in the smallest room in the house.

			The chapters, none of which is more than a thousand words, deal with a wide range of subjects related to screenwriting and movie and television making in general. Some of them could be classified as purely opinions, while others are very specific craft issues ranging from punctuation to meaning in your screenplay.

			Originally blog posts on Scriptshark.com, a subsidiary of The New York Times Company, these chapters don’t necessarily need to be read in order to be appreciated. As a matter of fact, I encourage you to cruise the table of contents and then read an entry that interests you or that relates to an issue you’re having with your screenplay at the moment. Are you struggling with creating a viable antagonist? There’s a chapter on that: “The Antagonist as a Good Guy.” Do you have problems establishing an emotional core in your script? Then read “Three Stories, One Script.” Is story your issue? There are several chapters dealing with story including one on Katy Perry’s use of story in her concerts.

			There are chapters on credits, when to abandon a story, specific movies, even one on “What Film School Should I Go To?” As you can see, chapters range from very specific advice (where to put a semi-colon or how to format a phone conversation) to broader pieces designed to get you to think about the art as well as the technique of screenwriting.

			You may not agree with me on everything, but that is not my goal. My goal is to make you think about your writing in new ways and to give you tools to express those thoughts. I’ve kept this introduction short — about the length of most chapters — to get you to open the book and explore its contents for yourself. Please do so and let me know your thoughts on the MWP Facebook page.

		

	
		
			Step 1

			In The Beginning
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			Has this happened to you? You’re at a party and someone starts talking to you and finds out that you’re a writer. Two types of conversations invariably start (once they’ve asked you if they’ve seen anything you’ve written. How would you know what they’ve seen?): 1) I have a great idea. Let me tell it to you; you can write it; and we’ll split the profits. 2) I have a great idea, I just don’t know where to start.

			If it’s the former, you should just stop the conversation with, “I’ve got so many of my own ideas I haven’t written yet, I just can’t take on another project,” because it’s practically guaranteed that the other person’s idea is no more thought out than “something about flowers” (actually pitched to a former writing partner for a Twilight Zone episode), or my office/house/school is a real sitcom. These are not ideas. They are nothing. And the hard part is not coming up with an idea, it’s expanding that idea, developing it enough so that it really is something, and then writing it. So, in fact, if you say yes to that profit sharing, it should be 99% for writing it and 1% for the “idea.” That will shut them up.

			Or maybe the person has an idea of his/her own that s/he just doesn’t know how to start. This question was put to me at a recent Christmas party. The other guest, a relative by marriage and a man I respect, just couldn’t seem to get started on his idea for a script. He’s written tons of stuff. He has worked as an historian and NPR radio host. He knows his ass from a hole in the ground. He’s just stuck.

			He said that this happens even when writing an article, and he might spend all day thinking about the opening line. Once he gets that, he says the rest just spills out of him. But he’s been kicking around this idea in his head for years, and he can’t find the first sentence.

			So I offered a way to start. I said I can’t write your first sentence, but I can certainly write your first word: “The.” Now, all you have to do is finish the sentence and you’re on your way.

			Okay, it was a smart-ass answer to a gnawing problem that many writers have. But the only real answer is you have to have something on paper before you can call yourself a writer; and even if you start with the humblest of words like “the,” or even “a,” you have written something. You just have to find the next word, and then the next, and pretty soon you’ve got something. If it all looks just too big to tackle, well, cut it down to the basics and just write the seven points in seven sentences (see my book, REWRITE: A Step-by-Step Guide to Strengthen Structure, Characters, and Drama in Your Screenplay, for more information on the seven points). You can write seven sentences, can’t you? And from there you can write forty or so sentences with each describing a scene, and from there you can write a treatment that describes the story in detail, and then you can write the screenplay.

			Step by step you build your screenplay. Yes, there are other things you should do, like write bios of the main characters, maybe work out a time line, figure out the sub-plots, think about what you really want to say with the story, etc. But that looks like a lot to approach all at once. If you can just write the first word, you start to climb that mountain step by step. Then you can eventually reach the joy time in every writer’s life when s/he can go from writing to having written.

		

	
		
			Step 2

			Eight Things to Remember When Writing Science Fiction
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			I’ve always written in whatever genre I wanted to write in at the time, so my career has caromed from reality TV to sitcoms to science fiction to kids’ movies to one-hour dramas and back again. With my experience in so many fields, people often ask me what the difference is between them. The answer is … very little. They all depend on human emotion and conflict, flaws and goals, victory and defeat. Even science fiction.

			So, could I just leave it at that? That science fiction is the same as comedy or drama or commercials for Alpha Bits? (Yes, I was the one who wrote the Swirlpool ad. Sorry.) No. There are some things to keep in mind when you write science fiction (or sci-fi or speculative fiction or whatever you’d like to call it). There are no rules, but there are guidelines. Here are some of the things we used to tell prospective writers for The New Twilight Zone mixed in with a few additions of my own.

			
					There has to be a reason your central character is involved in this. So you have to answer the same questions that you ask of any protagonist: Why him? Why now? Your hero has an issue. He’s going to have to deal with that one day. Why today? So, know your hero’s issue and know why it’s reached a crisis. Obviously, this goes for any type of screenwriting, too.

					Get to the magic as soon as possible. In TZ, that meant the weirdness, the special condition, the situation that set this episode off from others. In a sci-fi film, it could be the setting, the time, the technology, whatever is the speculative part of the story.

					Have the special rules of your world clearly defined in your mind and don’t violate them. You can have any rules you want to — people can become invisible, they can live on pills, they can fly at light speed — so long as you’re consistent. If there’s no gravity, things can’t fall. You can’t suddenly have something fall for no reason. But if something must fall, make it clear why the rules have been broken. Nothing is worse for a sci-fi devotee than an inconsistency in the rules you have set up.

					Don’t let the technology overcome the story. Yes, tech stuff in sci-fi movies is great, but we go to see the human story. Of course, the light sabers are fun, but the original Star Wars is about a boy becoming a man, finding his inner strength and his place in the world. That’s why we went to see it so many times, though we did have fun with those light sabers.

					Have an emotional relationship feature prominently. Humanize the science. Make it personal. Make sure your protagonist becomes involved in an important emotional relationship. It doesn’t have to be a romance; it could be father and son, brother and sister, two buddies. Whatever. It will make your script deeper and help bring in a wider audience.

					Write your protagonist with flaws, especially one that he has to overcome in order to mend or cement the central emotional relationship and prevail in the final challenge.

					Don’t forget humor. Some of the best moments of science fiction films are the funny ones. Even some of the best science fiction films are comedies. (Galaxy Quest is one of my favorites.)

					Have conflict in every scene. Yes, you already know this. Yes, it applies to science fiction. Especially to technology. When it fails, it’s always a tense moment. Make it fail. Make your hero work hard to reach his/her goal.

			

			Of course, most of this applies to any kind of screenwriting. That’s the idea. Good science fiction has to be good on the science and good on the fiction. Do that, and I’ll be lining up to get a ticket to see your film.

		

	
		
			Step 3

			An End, A Beginning, And A Middle
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			Yes, the words in the chapter title are out of order, but when you tell a story, does it have to be in a certain order? Most of the time, the answer to that is yes, at least for a movie. The story, though not the filming, almost always goes in chronological order. That’s because it’s easier to understand a film that way and easier to cut together. But what if there’s another way to tell a story?

			Of course there is. When you tell a story to a friend, whether it’s about you or someone else, you often start at the end and then go back and fill in the details. As you tell it, you remember something else that happened earlier and tell that and then go back to the main story. You might skip ahead when your listener asks a question. You might then double back to the beginning to summarize where you are to remind the listener.

			Film writers, directors, and editors do this all the time. Mostly, it’s called flashbacks. Woody Allen’s film, Blue Jasmine, is full of them, though many films are filled with exposition to get you to understand what’s going on with the main character. You can probably name a dozen films with flashbacks in them, which are sometimes used, as in Allen’s film, as a way to give context to what’s happening now in the story. So the beginning doesn’t come at the beginning, the middle doesn’t come at the middle, but the end still will usually come at the end.

			Unless, of course, you’re Quentin Tarantino, Roger Avary, Guillermo Arriaga, or Alejandro González Iñárritu. Or me. Tarantino and Avary took four stories and interwove them to make one movie that really surprised you — Pulp Fiction. Arriaga and Iñárritu wove three stories into 21 Grams, then used the same technique on Babel. These stories don’t necessarily jump back and forth in time like you would do when telling a friend a story, but they’re more like two or three people trying to tell their stories at the same time.

			Is that a good thing? I didn’t used to think so. I thought Pulp Fiction was an ordinary movie made extraordinary by editing. I thought 21 Grams and Babel were less than ordinary movies made less than ordinary by editing. Then I ran into a problem with my own film, The Wedding Dress, which I shot in sequence and edited in chronological order. The story, in which a family wedding dress forces three generations of women to confront the challenges of who they love, is three different stories that feature mothers and daughters from generation to generation. In order, it dragged. But cut asynchronously, as suggested by Mark Evan Schwartz, a colleague at Loyola Marymount University, it sings. It’s more cinematic. And it makes sense as the themes and even some of the dialogue move from generation to generation.

			So what I’m getting at here is that there is no one order in which to tell your story. You still must have a beginning, a middle, and an end, but they don’t necessarily have to come in that order. This is best experimented with at the script stage because, believe me, it’s hell to do later. But it can be done and sometimes should be done. Try it. It may work for you. You’ve got nothing to lose but time and paper.

		

	
		
			Step 4

			“An Original Screenplay By”
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			I often see this on title pages of scripts by my students: “An Original Screenplay by.” It’s the standard credit that some screenplay programs include with their title pages, but it’s meaningless. First of all, it’s not an official Writers Guild of America credit which, for an original screenplay, is limited to two choices: “Written by,” or, simply, “by.”

			Of course, credits for screenplays which are adaptations or include other writers working on the project (say, for example, someone else wrote the story) are different. But if you, the writer, came up with the idea, wrote the story (or skipped directly to the screenplay) , then wrote the screenplay, then, of course, it’s an original screenplay. What else could it be?

			Then what does it mean when you see the credit that says, “Screenplay by”? This can mean a couple of things. One, that someone else wrote the story or that the writer shared story credit, in which case the credit is separated to indicate same. It could also mean that the screenwriter based her screenplay on an existing work or previous release in a franchise. For example, if a writer adapted a book, say A Tale of Two Cities, then the credit would be, first, “Based on A Tale of Two Cities” by Charles Dickens, followed by a separate card saying, “Screenplay by John Doe.”

			This applies to sequels, too, even though the screenplay may be a prequel or may not really continue the story, or even may not have anything to do with the original film except using the same set of characters. This designation happened in films nominated for Oscars from 2013 when Richard Linklater, Ethan Hawke, and Julie Delpy’s screenplay for Before Midnight was placed in the best adapted screenplay category because it was based on characters from their previous two collaborations. It was an entirely original work, yet it was considered an adaptation.

			Is this fair? I think so. The hard work of writing a screenplay consists of two things — creating characters and creating a world (a story) in which they develop. If part of the work is done previously, then your job as a screenwriter is easier. Oh, yes, you still go through torture crafting your story, selecting the right scenes and the right characters, adding or subtracting from the story, even inserting your own story into it (see Adaptation, written by Charlie Kaufman, 2002, for an example of this). But the fact is, much work has been done for you (or even by you) by the originator of the story or characters. Yes, you still sit in front of a blank screen, but you have a starting place. If you’re writing an original work, you have nothing but your own imagination to give you the impetus to start typing.

			That’s one reason more adaptations find their way to the screen than originals. (There are others — name recognition, sequels, previous success of the material, etc.) Given this fact, though, why is adaptation not focused on in most film schools (Where I teach — Loyola Marymount University — there is a specific adaptation class. Where I have taught before — UCLA — there is not.) The easy answer is that schools want to focus on the process: creating characters, constructing stories, writing scenes. In other words, making an “original screenplay.” And that may be why “An original screenplay by” is included in screenwriting programs, which have their greatest distribution in film schools. But, in truth, every story is “original” even if it’s based on work previously done. Just ask Shakespeare, who based many of his plays on previous works, or Marc Norman and Tom Stoppard, whose Shakespeare in Love borrowed much from Shakespeare (and invented much more).
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			Writing (Not Overwriting) Descriptions We Can “See”
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			Here’s one of the basic contradictions a writer has to face. You know that a reader, probably not the producer, is going to be the first person at the production company or studio to read your script, so you have to impress this person. We know that motion pictures are all about what you see on screen, so you’d think that the descriptive passages of a script would be important. And they are. But readers often skip through them to get to the dialogue because they think, sometimes correctly, that the character is shaped by the dialogue. And dialogue is easier to read. But harder to write.

			So, does that mean you shouldn’t pay attention to description? No. Does it mean that you shouldn’t write visually? No, on the contrary. You should still make the reader see the movie as best you can, and that’s where your writing style for descriptive paragraphs will pay off. But you may lose the reader’s interest if he or she has to plow through dense and long paragraphs. So, you want to make your paragraphs as short and succinct as possible.

			No one has ever been accused of having too little description. Screenplays should be terse, filled with short phrases emphasizing verbs always — always — in the present tense.

			Connor drags himself to the bed. Falls. Checks his arm. Blood spurts out of his wrist. He slams his other palm on it. Nearly faints.

			Short declarative sentences. Fragments. Lots of verbs. But the scene is clear as a bell, isn’t it? You can see it, can’t you? You don’t need to know what kind of bed it is, or even what Connor looks like. You see the action, and that’s what counts. Let the makeup artist, the set designer, the production designer, the wardrobe designer, the director of photography, and the director fill in the rest. Let them do their jobs. Your job is to make them see the film, see the action, and move on.

			Now take a five-line paragraph of description (and you know you have one) and turn it into two and a half lines. Take out thoughts, feelings, extra adjectives, adverbs, and even nouns if need be. Leave action words. Now compare it to the original. Isn’t it better?

		

	
		
			Step 6

			Balance
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			It’s often said that the key to life is balance, and I know that I’ve certainly tried to live that way. Too much partying leads to a desire to do good in society to balance things out. And it works the other way, too: Too much doing good means it’s time to party!

			Balance also applies to your screenplay. A student of mine recently asked if it was okay to have a 30-page first act, a 30-page second act, and a 60-page third act. In a word, no. Of course, there are no rules in making movies. But there is a guideline here that is very important to follow.

			In a 110 page script, you should have about 25–30 pages to set up the character and what s/he is going to do (the first act), and about 40–50 pages in the second act where the movie really gets going (i.e., your character goes after his/her goal). The third act is when your character faces himself and his final challenge, and it should be about 25–30 pages (all figures are fungible and are kept in proportion for longer stories). If you keep the audience waiting, they’ll get impatient.

			The last act is usually the shortest act, and audiences expect that once your character pulls out of the funk he found himself in at the end of Act II, he’s going to do some ass kicking. You want to get to that, the most exciting part of your story, the one with the most tension and the most riding on it, as soon as you can and you want to make the final challenge the best and biggest scene of your film.

			Does that apply to romantic comedies? Biographies? Action/adventure? Yes. It’s when the central character has to eat dirt and run across Manhattan and beg for forgiveness in a romcom; it’s when the biopic protagonist faces his greatest challenge; it’s when the action hero faces down the villain and the big fight takes place. If you keep your audience waiting for 60 minutes, you might as well kiss your word of mouth goodbye. The story will drag. It’s impossible to sustain a 60-minute final act. If you don’t think I’m right, go see Artificial Intelligence again.

			If you find that you have too much in the last act, the likelihood is that much of that material should have occurred before the low point. Move it to the second act. If that doesn’t do it, cut like mad. Keep the balance.

		

	
		
			Step 7

			Conflict and Scene Construction
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			In my seminars, I usually mention two or three times per session that there must be conflict in every scene because it’s the one thing that new writers almost universally forget. In expository scenes, they just figure that getting the information out there is enough, but it’s not really. The basic rule (and this is one of the few rules in screenwriting) is that there must be conflict in every scene.

			The element most new (and many experienced) screenwriters leave out of their scenes is conflict. Without conflict, there is no drama. Without drama (even in a comedy), there is no story. Without conflict, there is no movement. No change. Conflict is the key element of the scene.

			The central characteristic, the one element that every scene needs, is conflict.

			Okay, I have said it more than three times, which is the minimum number of repetitions for something to sink in. I’ll probably do it again by the end of the chapter, just in case.

			Just as there are barriers (conflict) for the protagonist to overcome over the length of the film, so, too, there are smaller conflicts in each scene. In the beginning of a scene, somebody wants something. Somebody else either tries to prevent him from getting that, or wants something in opposition. The scene, then, is about the struggle. Learning what each one (or more) wants is the beginning of the scene. The struggle to get it is the middle. One or the other wins the struggle. That’s the end of the scene. Somebody’s got to win, somebody’s got to lose. Even in a comedy. Especially in a comedy.

			Every major player in a scene has an objective — he/she wants something. Usually, each character wants something different. Hence the conflict.

			We must also know what the emotion of that character is at the beginning of the scene, what his/her attitude is, what’s his long term goal. There’s a helluva difference between a scene that starts off with everyone pissed off at each other from the get go and one that starts with laughter. If you know your characters, you’ll know what their emotions are at the beginning of the scene — are they happy, sad, angry? — and what will happen to them during the scene. Unless they have cause to change (they may or may not), they should maintain that emotion throughout the scene. Actors look at scenes this way (or the good ones do), and they look for hints the writer has given them.

			We also need to know what the subject and purpose of the scene is. Yes, it’s to move the story forward, first and foremost. But it may also be to shed some light on a character, to reveal information, to provide an obstacle. Know what you want to get across with your scene.

			Then, and most importantly, know what each character in your scene wants to achieve. There’s the writer’s objective and the character’s objective. If you know exactly what each character wants and how he needs to try to achieve that, you will achieve your writer’s objective as well.

			How do you do that in a scene which is wholly expository? Use exposition as ammunition. Aaron Sorkin is a master at this, as anyone who watched The West Wing knows. How many times did we see two characters walking down a hallway arguing about something, trying to prove their point, while at the same time giving the audience a shit load of exposition? Rhetorical question. Answer — hundreds. There was a lot of data to be thrown at the viewer. If you don’t do it in an interesting way, it will cause the viewer to “click!” to another channel.

			Same for a movie.

			What about a love scene? Is there conflict in that?

			Ever been in love? Of course there’s conflict there. One person wants to move at a certain pace, the other has a different pace in mind. One wants to be on top, the other prefers that position. One wants to go to bed, the other can’t wait for the bed. You figure it out, but, trust me, the more conflict in the love scene, the hotter it’s going to be so long as they both want to be in a love scene. Again, you need to know your characters. And a thwarted love scene is also interesting and moves the story in a different way.

			So, no matter what the purpose of the scene is — to move the story or to delineate character — and no matter what the writer’s objective is, the single most important element of a scene is conflict. No conflict, no scene.

		

	
		
			Step 8

			Details
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			Writers like to think that details don’t matter, but they matter a great deal when what you have to express yourself are twenty-six letters, a handful of punctuation marks, and a blank screen. If one of those lands in the wrong spot, you could have a big misunderstanding, not at all what you intended, or a disaster.

			Many punctuation warnings start with a sentence something like this: “Let’s eat Grandma.” Or, it could be this: “Let’s eat, Grandma.” The comma makes all the difference in the world, so a detail like a comma is important.

			Spelling is also important as some people would have a hard time eoyj s drmyrmvr ;olr yjod/ (would have a hard time with a sentence like this.). The difference between what you couldn’t read and what you could was my fingers were placed one letter over on the keyboard from where they should have been. Small detail, and I’m sure you would never do such a thing, right? But it happens, which is why proofreading is so important.

			Another thing which seems elementary (and should have been taken care of in elementary school in this computer age) is that when submitting your work electronically, you should put your name in the filename. As a professor in a major film school, I often see this for a filename: beatsheet.

			Okay, whose beatsheet is that? If I download two or three like that, what happens to the first one? It gets erased and I never see it. So, when learning or when submitting to an agent or a producer, always put your name and the title of the script in the filename.

			Then, crazily enough, students often don’t even put their names on their scripts, whether submitted as a whole or just some pages. Why not? Because they figure I’ll know who sent them from the filename. See above.

			And even if I know from the filename, once they get bunched in my “to read” folder, and they have no name on them, to whom do I attribute them?

			So, always, always, put your name in the filename and your name on the inside of the file, preferably on a title page, but at least on the first page of script. Think about it. If there is no name on the script that you send to a producer who has hired you to do a script, they can’t give you credit. No credit, no pay. No pay, and the dream goes up in smoke.

			There are more details to remember. Incorrect sluglines. Format in general. And deadlines. Contact information on your title page (no Writers Guild of America registration on the title page … but register it nonetheless).

			My students get penalized if they’re late with a script. So do professional writers. How? By creating a bad reputation. By seeming to be difficult to work with. If you’re writing a freelance sitcom script and you’re late, you could interrupt a very precise schedule. Do it once, and you may not get the chance to do it again. Do it twice and I guarantee you won’t be able to do it a third time.

			Just a detail. But details are important.

		

	
		
			Step 9

			Dueling Protagonists, Dueling Stories
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			I recently gave a workshop in Australia for ScreenWest and the Australian Writers Guild. Exciting new talent there with some great stories and unusual characters. But some writers were struggling with how to tell their stories with two protagonists or, even more difficultly, with two time frames. Is this a good idea or a minefield? Sure, it can be creative, but also divisive, not allowing enough story for either.

			There’s a reason that almost all movies only have one protagonist. The reader, and then the audience, needs to focus on the journey of one person. There can be others whom we follow to a lesser degree, but the movie is always centered on the one. Yes, in Thelma and Louise it was the journey of the two, but it was the arc of only one, Thelma. Louise did not change, or at least to the degree that Thelma did. Butch had longer to go than Sundance. Even Luke had more to his journey than Han Solo.

			Why is this the norm? Because if you tell the story of two people, you naturally have less story for each unless they’re joined at the hip (and there has been a movie about conjoined twins, but how many movies can you make like that?). Bifurcating the storytelling means reducing by 50% the amount you can tell about each, and that’s just not satisfying to an audience. They want to follow one person on one journey. Otherwise, you’re really making two short subjects, or three or four.

			Yes, there are films that do that, and do it well. Take Love, Actually, which has, I don’t know, five central figures? But that is really a series of shorts that just happen to tie together in the end. Hugh Grant is the nominal lead, but, truly, it’s the story about a group of people. While it was successful at the box office, and is a Christmas perennial, it’s the exception that proves the rule and the product of an experienced screenwriter and director, Richard Curtis. Would it be a good idea for a new writer to tackle something as structurally complex as this the first time out? No. Learn how to write a good single protagonist film first, then go after whatever you want.

			One of my students’ stories took place in two different periods but with the same group of people in each. At first I thought, no, this will never work. But then the power of the relationships in the stories and the effect the first had on the second shone through, and I was convinced that it could work. However, the writer then had to re-structure both stories, strengthening the protagonist and, importantly, the person who was truly pivotal but neglected in the first telling. When I left Australia, he was well on his way to making the first story inform the second in a way that, when interwoven, would be a powerful story of people learning to let the past go and to focus on the future.

			However, he had a lot of work to do. I’m confident that he’ll do it.

			Of course, there are no rules in screenwriting. We’ve all learned that from films such as Another Year which grew out of improvisation and basically began without a screenplay at all. But there are guidelines and conventions. As you get started, it’s a good idea to follow those until you get control of the craft. Once you do, there is no limit to what you can do.

		

	
		
			Step 10

			Get Off the Phone!
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			One of the most common format questions I get from emerging writers is about how to write a telephone conversation. My gut answer is, “Get off the phone!” Most of the time, it would be better to have the conversation in person to make the interaction more immediate and visceral. But that’s not always possible, and we know that in today’s worldwide phone society, where nearly everyone carries a phone on them, people use the phone a lot more than they used to and meet in person a lot less.

			And let’s not even talk about texting or its little brother sexting.

			But if you want to get a really boring conversation into your screenplay you could use email and have your actors read it in voiceover. Of course, snail mail correspondence used to be a valid form of cinematic conversation — ever see 84 Charing Cross Road? Or The Letter?

			Let’s just not go there. Let’s just stick with telephone conversations, whether they’re on cell phones or portable phones or even completely wired landlines (and we’ll also skip Skype conversations for the purposes of this entry, though the basic structure still applies). How do you write them if, say, you want to jump from one person to the other? How do you write them if you want to stay with one person? What about split screen?

			Here are some approaches. They are by no means the only ones, but they do work. The essential thing is clarity. Can your reader, and later the director and actors, understand what you’re trying to picture? You may find another way useful because, as in all screenwriting, the most important thing is to create a clear visual and aural depiction of what you want seen and heard in the theater. But have a look at the following.
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			It’s up to the director to cut back and forth at his discretion. Here’s another way to write it, focusing strictly on Paul.

			[image: ]

			There’s another way, which would be split screen. Just start it the same way as the first example, but instead of INTERCUT WITH, use SPLIT SCREEN, and let the director and editor work it out. They may even decide, in the end, to have Paul storm his agent’s office in order to get a face-to-face confrontation (but don’t try that in real life — probably would be counter-productive). In any case, your ultimate goal is to create the movie in the reader’s mind. Do it any way you want; just be clear about it.

		

	
		
			Step 11

			How Crazy Was Comic-Con?
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			If you have to ask that, either you weren’t there, or you were and just couldn’t believe what was going on on the floor of one of the largest conventions I have ever been to. More than 120,000 people attended over a five-day period, many of them dressed as a favorite character from film, television, and, yes, comics. That’s what the media focused on — the people in costumes and the star directors and actors (and the occasional writer) who were there. But there always seemed to be a little tone of deprecation in their reporting, especially about how people dressed up. A little snarky, maybe.

			But I saw something else there. I saw 120,000 people gathered to celebrate the imagination of creators — be they artists, writers, directors, and, yes, actors. Yes, many came for swag, and, trust me, it was swooped up as fast as it was dished out. But mainly people came who liked a good story, who’d read some and had been inspired, if not to dress up, at least to come to a place where they could listen to, see, and sometimes talk to the people who created those inspired moments in science fiction and fantasy that transport ordinary people to new worlds.

			I saw people of every age and race. There were children wearing Nickelodeon swag headgear, adult women in very revealing costumes, middle-aged men and women dressed as Vikings, young men and women tattooed from head to toe, fat people, thin people, people in wheelchairs. They all celebrated the creative mind.

			Don’t you find that inspiring? That there are people out there who can’t wait to read your work? No, you may not have found them yet, but you may one day walk the floor of the San Diego Convention center in awe, as I did, that so many are looking for your story, even if they don’t know it yet. They are always hungry for new worlds, new approaches, something they can spend all night reading and all day imagining for themselves what it would be like to be in the world of Game of Thrones or Cowboys and Aliens.

			At the big E! and SyFy party I ran into George R. R. Martin, who wrote the books that Game of Thrones (HBO) is based on. George worked on the CBS version of The New Twilight Zone when I was just a rookie writer. He did the final production rewrite on my first network teleplay, Aqua Vita, which I wrote with then writing partner Jeremy Finch (with whom I went on to story edit the syndicated version of TZ). No doubt George improved it. We reminisced a little and then talked about the convention. We were both enthusiastic about it and amazed. Anybody and everybody not only could be there, but was there. Anybody and everybody can now reach an audience, no matter how small. The world of the imagination is infinite and we all have access to it if we only try. We don’t have to be George Martin or George Lucas or George Clooney or George Jetson to get in. We just have to use our imaginations.

			I hope you use yours and are not bound by what has come before, but are inspired by it.

		

	
		
			Step 12

			Why Hurt Locker Didn’t Click With Audiences And Why It Was Still A Good Film
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			There is no doubt that this film, written by Mark Boal and directed by Kathryn Bigelow, is a very tense thriller. Your heart is racing from the first scene to almost the last. The direction is terrific, the performances equally as meritorious. So what happened? Why didn’t it make a ton of money? Total US box office, $16.7 million.

			Because it was ultimately unsatisfying as a film experience for the average filmgoer.

			Yes, it did have a strong protagonist (Jeremy Renner as Staff Sgt. James) with a single-minded goal — to disarm as many bombs as he could without blowing himself up. But he cares about nothing else — even his family at home gets short shrift until the very end, and then he abandons them to return to the action. He doesn’t develop any new goals, he doesn’t really develop much of a relationship with his immediate subordinate, Sgt. Sanborn (Anthony Mackie deserved an Oscar nod for this one), and he doesn’t change.

			In other words, he starts out as an adrenaline junky willing to endanger his platoon to get his fix, and he ends up that way as well. And that’s why the film is unsatisfying — he’s the same person he was at the start. A cowboy (How many rule-breakers have we seen in this type of movie?) whose only redeeming value is that he is good in war.

			And since Sgt. James is not moving towards a goal, not moving towards change, not moving towards repairing his relationship with his wife, the scenes are repetitive. They encounter a situation, usually a roadside bomb. He defuses it with great difficulty. He walks away happy. Repeat ten or fifteen times with variations.

			Now, it may be that Boal and Bigelow meant to comment on the Iraqi war which, judging from this movie, was a difficult, urban war where the population didn’t want to be liberated and the US soldiers didn’t want to be there. Fine. Point taken. Anti-war movies are great, especially if the central character moves from one position to another (either direction is fine). But when the end is a repeat of the beginning, what is really the point? No journey, no story. Great scenes, but no actual movie. It’s not a satisfying experience unless you’re an adrenaline junky, too, in which case, you’re fine. It’s flashy film making, and worthy of a look. It will win awards, but not the box office of a movie that works for the public as well as the critics. What kind of movie do you want to make?

		

	
		
			Step 13

			Lena Dunham, I Blame You
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			One of the reasons writers write is because we want to change the world. That’s why we try to put meaning into our work and have for thousands of years. Anti-war statements; pleas for equality for blacks, women, LBGTs, slaves of whatever color; religious messages; stories of inspiration or love have filled our written works since before they were actually written (look at Homer, the author of The Iliad, for example).

			I’m not saying everything you write has to carry a message. The famous, apocryphal Samuel Goldwyn line, “If you want to send a message, use Western Union,” (And do you kids know what that means? A telegram? Like an IM, only slower and on paper.) still stings but rings true for most media (though I’m positive most of his writers hid a message deep in their scripts.). It’s a worthwhile thing just to entertain (and there was even a movie made about that as a goal — Sullivan’s Travels.), and that’s what most television and movies do, some better than others.

			I’ve always maintained that the best television, film, and internet works do both, but that’s me.

			Whether on purpose or accidentally, all media carry a message. Often that message is not one that is best for the world (in my not-so-humble opinion). There are pro-war movies. There are movies that encourage people to lie and steal and cheat on their husbands (or wives). Okay, most of those are unintentional, but the message comes through the same. What are we to think of Oceans 11 or 12? Yeah, they’re all nice guys, George was wronged so he has a right to steal, etc. Okay. Let’s not take that too seriously.

			When I first watched Girls on HBO I was wowed. The dialogue in the first episode between Hannah and her parents was right out of my daughter’s playbook (about the same age, education, etc.). And while we didn’t cut her off, we slowed the flow and warned her about the money faucet’s impending stop (thankfully, she’s gainfully employed now). So I thought, hey, here’s a voice of her generation. Here’s a window into a group of people I have known but not known and want to know.

			But then Hannah made some bad choices. No, hold on; all she made were bad choices, one after the other. And her friends, even worse. And their lives with vague directions became vaguer and vaguer and they made worse and worse choices.

			Okay, I’m no saint and I was pretty stupid at their age as well, running away to live in Spain and to write poetry and fiction while I lived on $100 a month. Fine. But I had the goal, as Hannah professes, of writing a novel. Difference was, I wrote. Writers write. Those that talk about how they’re going to write are not writers.

			But still, I held out hope and watched the second season. It didn’t get better. Yes, there were portraits of some interesting people, nearly all of which were self-centered. Or at least self-involved. Fine. They’re young. If this is a portrait of young women and men (and the men are infinitely more interesting in these portraits) in early 21st century New York, fine. But what is the message that Lena Dunham is unconsciously (and I pray that it’s that, not consciously) sending here?

			Here’s what the show that just received a Peabody Award really is telling us, if we are to take its season two finale for what it portrays — that women need men to be complete. That the only thing they are looking for is a relationship to define them. That they need men to rescue them.

			I’m not a raging feminist, but I do believe that women should be equal and that they should make their own way in the world. But Marnie isn’t happy until she finally realizes that the man who has been her boyfriend since college is still in love with her and she with him and if they’re together, nothing else matters.

			Jessa still blames her father for her fucked-up life of depending on men and making the choice of marrying a man she knew for a week or so, and now she’s failed. And failed Hannah as a friend.

			Shosha couldn’t stand the negativity and challenges of the man she was with (Ray, one of the only characters to grow and change because, OMG, he wanted to for her sake), so she cheated on him and now is looking for joy in what looks like will end up to be anonymous sex. Okay, maybe I’m being harsh here with the supporting players (Shosh is my favorite of the women and at least she has a job. I think.).

			It’s the men who are achievers in this series. The women the ones who aspire but don’t apply themselves. Jessa aspires to nothing so far as I can tell.

			But let’s talk about Hannah. Yes, it was a little bit from out of nowhere that she suddenly exhibited signs of OCD and started counting everything. Of course, why wouldn’t she stop taking her medicine and revert to bad behavior and stick a cue tip through her ear canal halfway into her cerebrum? But, okay, people go off the rails from time to time, and I can understand that.

			But let’s get serious. In 2013, does a woman really need a man to rescue her? Hannah sends out a text for help, then is surprised when Adam shows up, the only other person with any character besides Ray, to save her from herself.

			So the message is, overall, that women need men to survive, to define them, and to save them. Bella Abzug, roll over in your grave. Gloria Steinhem, don’t look. Dorothy Parker, for Christ’s sake, is this your legacy? I don’t think so.

			Yes, I know it’s fiction. But, again, it has a message.

			Lena Dunham, I blame you. Is this what you meant to say? Because this is what you said.

		

	
		
			Step 14

			The Midpoint
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			The midpoint (or turning point) of a film is probably the most difficult construct for new writers to wrap their heads around. You mean, halfway through the film the protagonist’s journey changes? Yes, much of the time. You mean he realizes his flaw? Yes, much of the time. Of course, no “rule” applies to every film, but in my observation, the best films have a midpoint. And, yes, this does happen right around the middle of the script. It’s where the action takes a sudden and unexpected new direction. The goal may change. The central character may realize what his flaw is. His true need becomes more important than what he wants. It’s what drives the second half of the film.

			In Thelma and Louise, Louise is waiting at a motel where her boyfriend is supposed to wire money to her, but, instead, he shows up in person. She gives the money to Thelma for safekeeping, and we should know by now that something’s going to go wrong with that, but we don’t. When J.D. (Brad Pitt) comes to Thelma’s door, all wet and seductive, Thelma takes him in and her life really changes. Darryl, her husband, and she had been together since she was fourteen. He was the only man she ever knew. Now she learns a thing or two about sex with J.D. As a matter of fact, she’s light headed and drunk with sex the next morning. That is, until Louise asks her where the money is. J.D. has stolen it. Now the story spins off in a new direction. Thelma wants to maintain that “It’s okay,” but Louise says, “It’s not okay. None of this is okay.”

			Up to this point, Thelma has been pulled along by events. She hasn’t yet propelled the action, though what has happened to her has propelled the action. But now she has to take charge. The action spins off in a new and unexpected direction. The women go on a crime spree!

			Just before the middle of In and Out, written by Paul Rudnick and directed by Frank Oz, Howard is still determined to prove that he is not gay. In a masterpiece visual, he literally bumps into the one person who can help him at, not coincidentally, a crossroads.

			The catalyst for his self-discovery is Peter Molloy, played by Tom Selleck, an out-of-the-closet journalist who just won’t let the story go. He forces Howard to come to terms with himself. How? By knocking him over at an intersection — literally the crossroads of his life — by kissing him full on the mouth and making him accept the fact that he likes it.

			Now Howard’s task is to come to grips with the fact that he’s gay. The story spins off in a different direction. His goal is different. Where once he wanted to prove he wasn’t gay, now he needs to accept that he is.

			This doesn’t work for every film, just the best ones (Though In and Out had third act problems). Even in an action/adventure film, where character development is not necessarily the goal, the addition of a midpoint turn for the protagonist will deepen the character and involve the audience more.

			Does this work for the central emotional relationship story or for a romantic comedy? Yes. This is the point in the story where the relationship moves to a new level, usually denoted by some sort of sexual activity unless the central emotional relationship is platonic or familial, in which case there just is a new level of commitment. In other words, whereas once the character wanted the relationship to work, now s/he needs it to work.

			This added layer to the character also commits readers to your story. They see the character wants to change for the better. They root for the character more, now that the goal is more important. And that’s what you want as a writer. That’s what you need as a writer.

		

	
		
			Step 15

			Negotiating Your Characters
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			I recently held an intensive workshop in treatment writing. I allowed only six students for this five-session class, and I’m glad I limited it to six instead of my normal eight. Yes, we were able to work on stories — that’s what the workshop is all about. Some people didn’t get near to writing a treatment as they needed to work on the basic basics of their stories, and so they were pleased to be able to write a strong beatsheet.

			For a few who were able to go a little deeper, we did. Story depends on character, so, of course, you must know your characters as well as possible (Nothing new there — Lajos Egri, author of The Art of Dramatic Writing, said it.). And once you know who your characters are, what they want and what they really need will become apparent.

			Again, nothing new. We’re always told that every movie is about what the protagonist wants. Every scene is driven by what the protagonist of that scene wants in that scene (keeping in mind anyone could be the protagonist of the scene, even the antagonist of the movie). But what if you, or even more importantly, the protagonist, doesn’t know what s/he wants? How do you figure out what drives the scene, and, more importantly, what drives the movie?

			It’s a two-step process, because what he wants isn’t always, almost never, what he needs. Go deep into the character and figure out precisely, in one word (yes, one), what his or her flaw is. Is he greedy, needy, shy, brash, insecure, cocky, vain, selfish — there are lots of flaws to choose from. This will eventually decide how your character must change and what s/he really needs as opposed to what s/he wants. Because, what s/he needs is to change. So he or she must become generous, independent, outgoing, self-effacing, confident, modest, humble, self-less.

			A side note here. In How to Get to Yes Without Giving In, by Roger Fisher, William Ury and Bruce Patton, the authors suggest that to really negotiate with the other party, you must know what he needs, not necessarily what he says he wants. Once you can satisfy his needs, the wants will take care of themselves. Often it isn’t a question of money, at least not directly. It may be, in a salary negotiation, medical insurance for his family is what he really needs instead of the $1,000 more a month that he’s asking in pay. If you provide medical insurance (costing half that to you as an employer), and so satisfy his need, the want is also satisfied.

			So you can ask yourself these questions of your character: If he’s needy, what does he want? If he were to get that, would he have to change? And if he were to change, what would he truly need to affect that change?

			In Risky Business, the Tom Cruise character wants to get laid. What he truly needs is self-confidence. That’s his change — going from the person that can’t take a risk because he’s afraid of the consequences, to a person who takes the risk, knowing that he’s able to deal with anything that comes up.

			In Thelma and Louise, what Thelma wants is to escape — first from her husband for a weekend, then from the law. What she truly needs is, again, self-confidence to run her own life. That’s the change she makes — from a house frau slave to an independent woman dependent on no man.

			In Liar, Liar, the Jim Carrey character wants his boy back. What he truly needs is to stop lying in order to achieve that. That’s his arc. At first, he’s forced to tell the truth. Eventually, he understands that’s the only authentic way to live.

			So, what trait does your character have that creates a necessity for change? What does he want that he can’t achieve unless he changes? What does he really need, deep down, in order to make that change? Negotiate with your character for awhile and figure that out. If you do, you will have a more satisfying character and story arc.

		

	
		
			Step 16

			Three Stories, One Script: Making Them Work in the Rewrite.
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			In every movie of quality, there are three stories going on either simultaneously or in close proximity. This is no secret. Or, at least for the first two stories, it’s not a secret. One of the first things you need to look at when you approach a rewrite is to make sure all the stories are fulfilled and in the right proportions. The closer they are in theme and proximity, the better.

			You already know the first two stories, commonly referred to as the A story and the B story. Let’s make those clear. The A story is what most people would call the plot. It’s the journey of your central character from the seemingly normal life s/he starts out with through the perilous quest for whatever his/her goal is. Yes, in a good story, that goal will change at the midpoint, but, for the most part, this is what people would call the central story of your picture.

			The B story is less clear, though. This is the story of the central emotional relationship as seen through the eyes of the protagonist. In other words, the love interest in a romance or romantic comedy, the friend in the buddy pic, the kid in a father/daughter picture. This is the emotional heart of the picture, and even a rough and tumble picture like Die Hard has one. As a matter of fact, that’s what makes the picture so memorable — it has a heart. In every movie there is a relationship to be established or repaired. That’s the B story.

			Actually, in a romance or romantic comedy, the A story becomes the B story and the B story becomes the A story. Let’s have a look at two very different movies, Die Hard and Life as We Know It.

			In Die Hard there’s no doubt that the A story is about the takeover of the skyscraper by a terrorist group, though the movie starts out as a relationship pic — Willis’s John McClane is going out to Los Angeles to see if he can win his family back, or at least pay them a civil visit. Soon, the terrorists take over the building his wife works in and hold her and the other workers hostage. McClane’s goal becomes clear: defeat the terrorists, free the hostages and get his wife back. In the end, he does them all, but the emphasis is definitely on dealing with Hans and his gang. And yet, he could have just walked away from all this had his wife not been a hostage, so the heart of the story is the relationship.

			In Life, the Katherine Heigl and Josh Duhamel characters are tasked with taking care of a little girl together. Though that is ostensibly the story, the real story is their romance and how it will take off and eventually influence what appears to be their primary goal as a couple. In fact, since it is a romantic comedy, the B story has become the A story — the more important story — and the A story has become the B story — the taking care of the child.

			Okay, confused yet? Because there’s a C story in most every film, too. That’s the story of the character’s change, what most people call the “character arc.” Obviously this story goes hand in hand with the others, but it’s a good idea to have a clear grasp of a) what the character’s flaw is; b) when he realizes that flaw; and c) how he overcomes that flaw in the final challenge (climax).

			So, how to best get a grip on these stories? After reading through your latest draft, see if you can sketch out the seven points of each story. Briefly, the seven points are 1) the ordinary life of the character; 2) the inciting incident; 3) the end of Act I — goal and plan; 4) the midpoint wherein the story goes off in a new direction and your character develops a more important goal; 5) the low, or all is lost, point; 6) the final challenge wherein your protagonist defeats his antagonist; and 7) the return to the now forever-changed ordinary life.

			(For a more complete review of these points, see my book Rewrite: A Step by Step Guide to Strengthen Structure, Characters, and Drama in Your Screenplay.)

			Yes, many of the points will (should) coincide. That means you’ve done your job well. But if you can’t identify the points of, say, the B story, then you have some work to do. If there is no C story, then you have a lot of work to do.

			But even when you’ve done this, you’re not really done getting to the heart of the matter. It’s a good idea to also twist your perspective around and look at the A story from the points of view of the person who is the central emotional relationship and the person or force who is the antagonist. Write the seven points of their stories. Of course, the antagonist doesn’t triumph in the end, but he has wants and needs (goals if you will) in the same way a protagonist does. And instead of a flaw, you might identify his human quality, the one that lifts him up from being just a two-dimensional villain. Doing this will give your antagonist more of a sense of purpose and will give your audience a better appreciation of his motives. It will also make for a fair fight and maybe even a little ambiguity, which is a good thing. Layers and depth, that’s what you’re looking to add in a rewrite.

			Writing the wants and needs of the person who is the central emotional relationship of your protagonist will lend that person and that relationship depth as well. If you don’t find them in your story, that’s another factor you will need to consider adding during the rewrite. It’s really the emotional story which grips people and makes us care about what happens to the protagonist in the A story.

			If you’ve just reread your script, none of this re-outlining should take long. And any extra time you take to layer in new discoveries you make about your characters will be well-rewarded with a richer, more meaningful and emotional screenplay. In other words, it will make it a movie you and millions of others would like to see.

		

	
		
			Step 17

			Shining A Light On Quirky
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			People who know me know that I recommend that new writers stick to accepted screenplay conventions until they get command of the medium. To make an analogy, you want to be able to build a good four-wheel car before you experiment with a three-wheeler. Or a five-wheeler. For one, people aren’t going to trust your expertise in a new format until you’ve proven you can dominate the traditional ways.

			Would you buy a three-wheel car called The Chitlik? No, because I have no track record. Would you have bought a found-footage science fiction film from me before The Blair Witch Project came out? Yes, because I had a track record in science fiction and could convince a network I could pull off something in a new format. (Sold it on a pitch to Dick Clark Productions, eventually made for UPN — Alien Abduction.) But could a neophyte have done that?

			Probably not. The writers of The Blair Witch Project had to make it themselves to get it sold. Paranormal went through a similar gestation.

			This past weekend I saw another film that a new writer probably couldn’t have gotten any traction on — Moonrise Kingdom. But Wes Anderson and cowriter Roman Coppola have a reputation, so they could sell the idea of an adult-aimed film about twelve-year-olds to a production company (Indian Paintbrush) and, later, a distributor (Focus Features).

			Having a reputation helped Anderson get Bruce Willis to take a supporting role (having Scott Rudin as a producer didn’t hurt, either). Bill Murray has one, too. Tilda Swinton, Ed Norton, and Frances McDormand are all in it because it’s a Wes Anderson film. I probably couldn’t have gotten it off the ground, but he did.

			And I’m glad he did. It’s a quirky film with emotions running high for the adults but seemingly very low for the central characters, a pair of nearly affectless children who are thought to be emotionally damaged.

			It’s a terrific film, full of sly humor, sympathetic characters, and surprises. There’s even a Greek chorus in the person of Bob Balaban. Harvey Keitel, for god’s sake, has an uncredited cameo. The special effects are a little clumsy, but it doesn’t matter. What matters is that we care instantly about these two kids who have fallen in love via a simple correspondence. They decide to run away and actually (sort of) get married.

			It’s a sweet, awkward, pre-teen love story that resonates with everyone who has felt outside the norm and has found a kindred spirit.

			So what has that got to do with a three-wheeled car?

			It’s not the kind of movie a major studio would buy from an unknown, or even a known, without some history with the screenwriter. Does that mean you shouldn’t write a screenplay like Moonrise Kingdom? No. It means you should get a couple of traditionally written screenplays under your belt before you attempt something as quirky as M.K. and then either sell it to a production company you have worked with or make it yourself.

			At this stage in the business, I’d recommend that you make it yourself so that the world can see what you had in mind because I’m not sure I would have liked the screenplay of this film. But I can’t remember liking a movie more in the past decade or so.

			Can you write a three-wheeler? Maybe not yet, but I hope you can one day. They’re what make moviegoing interesting.

		

	
		
			Step 18

			Some Tech Things You Should Know
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			The script, whether in television or feature films, or even the internet, is a technical document as much as it is an artistic work. It’s what up to 200 people (and more if there are a lot of special effects or huge crowd scenes) depend on to know what to do. There are a few things you can do to make your script easier to read and produce by your production manager, cinematographer, and director.

			First thing is to let everyone do their jobs. That means, keep the camera angles and moves to a minimum. (There are ways to do that subliminally, but that’s fodder for another time). Don’t delineate in detail what’s on the walls of a luxury apartment (the production designer, art director, and props person will decide that). Don’t tell us the color of the flowers on the ingénue’s dress. We don’t need to know what kind of shoes she’s wearing, either, unless it’s important for the story or character. (Like that she wears flat sandals to a formal wedding — that would say something about her. But that she wears shoes to match her dress — not needed.)

			We also don’t need to know how the sun’s rays filter through the curtains, so long as you tell us the time of day. We don’t need to know the wind is blowing at 15-miles-per hour or what kind of car the taxi is, unless, again, it’s important to the story.

			So, details, except those that define the character, you can skip.

			But first, a word from our slugline master. Why do we have INT. and EXT.? Because we need to know what lights to order and how to schedule the shoot. Used to be that would determine what kind of film to order as well, but since hardly anyone is using film, that’s kind of irrelevant. (Video you can adjust on the fly.) The next words in the slug should be the exact location, i.e., JOE’S APARTMENT. The next word is simply the time of day, and that also has to do with lighting, even in interiors: DAY or NIGHT. LATER doesn’t mean a damn thing when the Unit Production Manager is breaking down the script or the Director of Photography and gaffer are going over the schedule and trying to figure out what lights to order for the next day. And, it’s always later, isn’t it? Except, of course, in Memento, in which case it’s always earlier (in the “in color” parts of the story). So don’t use LATER.

			CONTINUOUS doesn’t cut it either. One exception: If the action moves fluidly from one location to another with the camera or a cut that’s almost invisible. For instance, if you move from inside the house to outside the house. That’s a continuous action. Just because one scene happens after another does not make it continuous. Just because one scene happens at the same time as another does not make it continuous. Yes, you will see this on some scripts, and, yes, you will see LATER, too, but that doesn’t mean they are using it correctly. They may think they are, and everyone up the ladder may think they are, but the UPM will be pissed when she tries to board (schedule) that scene. Is that a day shoot or a night shoot? Later? How much later? How does that make a difference? Is it day or night?

			Yes, you can use MORNING or EVENING, or even DAWN. But not MOMENTS LATER. You show that in the description that follows by showing some change in the description.

			Speaking of description, don’t forget to follow each slugline with a short description of who’s there and what they are doing. Don’t follow the slugline with a line of dialogue. People need to know who’s in the scene, maybe what they’re wearing, and, especially, what they’re doing. If you jump right into dialogue and, for example, they shoot that scene another day instead of shooting it the same day as the previous scene, nobody is going to know where to stand or what to be doing.

			Make everything clear for everyone. But give them creative input. One well-known book on directing tells the director, and by implication the actors, to cross out all the action lines in a scene. That might be going a little too far, but don’t overdirect in your script (have a look at Joe Esterhas’s Basic Instinct for an extremely lean script in terms of description). Give your actors room to interpret. That’s their job. That means, too, that you should keep your parenthetical expressions to a minimum. Only put in something that can’t be inferred from the dialogue, such as “sarcastically” or “sotto.” And keep actions to action lines. In other words, this would not be good:

			[image: ]

			Yes, in TV, the rules are a little different if you’re on staff and almost talking directly to the director or actors. Yes, you can get away with more when you’re rich and famous. Yes, you will see bad examples of all of the above in good scripts. No, you’re not rich and famous so you need to do it the right way.

		

	
		
			Step 19

			Story, Story, Story
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			Yes, I’ve harped on the fact that it all starts with the story, the definition of which is simple: There’s a person. S/he has a goal. There’s a rock between him/her and the goal. S/he has to go over, under, around, or through the rock to get to the goal. Simple as that. I didn’t make this up. It’s been around for a couple of thousand years. (See my book, Rewrite, for more on this.)

			So what do we call a film that doesn’t tell a story? That’s just, for example, a series of well photographed images, a bunch of terrifically acted scenes, loosely held together by technique? What do we call a film that, in my opinion, looks like a beautifully shot student experimental film? We call it The Tree of Life, starring Brad Pitt, written and directed by Terrence Malick, who knows better. It has no discernible story, no one person working towards a goal with a rock between him and it. What it does have is the abstract emotion a Jackson Pollack painting might evoke. But I don’t have the patience for that. I want to see people struggling with their “rock” in order to reach their goal, not dinosaurs and volcanoes.

			What do we call a film that is heavy, heavy on symbolism that compresses ten minutes of story into two hours of boredom? Yep, king of depressing films, Lars von Trier, has done it again with Melancholia. You see, the central character, played by Kirsten Dunst, suffers from depression (melancholy — get it?) and ruins the lives of the people around her, even on her wedding day. (Question. Didn’t the groom have any idea she was like this before today, and if he did, why did he marry her?) But there’s something even worse about to happen — a rogue planet, called Melancholia (I can’t stand it, the symbolism is so clever) is about to crash into earth and ruin the lives of everyone, so, you see, she’s the planet and the planet is her.

			Brilliant.

			Ahem! What’s her goal? She doesn’t have one until (Spoiler Alert — though nothing could really spoil this movie for you more than its director) her brother-in-law commits suicide leaving everyone in the lurch. Then it appears she wants to shield her nephew from the truth and build some sort of teepee support to ward off the planet. Which she does and they all die.

			Again, ten minutes of story in two hours of melancholy. And we don’t even see her struggle to build the support, it’s just there when it needs to be there. Or did I just fall asleep during that part?

			So, despite the fact that these films have been critical darlings, they’ve been financial duds. Why? Both have stars — who’s a bigger star than Brad Pitt? Both are shot beautifully (even von Trier’s signature annoying camera moves are held to a minimum). Both have some superb performances. Neither has a compelling story. And what people want to see is a compelling story. A person. A goal. A rock. Success is going over, under, around, or through the rock.

			And, please, don’t tell me I don’t understand these films. I worked on a film once that was twenty minutes of different colored lights shining on a woman’s face. (I was a gaffer.) I know from abstract. But would you have paid to see that? No. Do you want to make movies that people will pay to see? You decide.

		

	
		
			Step 20

			The Antagonist As a Good Guy
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			I had a great time at my writers’ retreat in Cairo Montenotte, Italy, in 2013. I had thought of canceling because I had so much on my plate that summer. I won’t bore you with details, but let’s say that adding pre-production on a movie I’m directing to the task of developing a new online screenwriting program for Loyola Marymount University had kept me plenty busy enough.

			Yet the two weeks I had there were calming and focusing. One of the best things about these retreats is the exchange between me and my writers over meals (prepared by a local couple). In a relaxed atmosphere, frequently lubricated by an amazing Barolo or local wine (wines from Liguria are iffy, but if you have the advice of the proprietor of the local enoteca, well, they can be eye opening). To get to my point: One of the most frequently discussed issues was conflict and the place of the antagonist in that conflict.

			We’ve talked about conflict before. You have to have it. In every scene. One of my students in that retreat (an Italian — we also had a Canadian, a South African, and several Americani) brought her director with her because they were working on the production draft. The director, also an Italian, wanted many atmospheric scenes without conflict. As I’ve said before, there can be no scene without conflict, unless you’re writing a French, Italian, or other European film. We don’t make films that way.

			But how do you get conflict in a film where the antagonist is a good guy, he’s just on the other side of the situation? Look at Thelma and Louise for example. (Again. Yes, I know I use it a lot.) The character played by Harvey Keitel is not a bad guy. He’s got a purpose just as noble as Thelma’s. But he’s in the way of her reaching her goal. As a matter of fact, you could say his primary interest is to protect Thelma and Louise from having a bad ending, which in these days of police chases usually means, in real life, death by cop in the end. He doesn’t want that to happen, so we like him.

			Yes, he puts up barriers, or tries to. But he tries to reel Thelma and Louise in without putting them in danger. Is he still the antagonist? Yes, for two reasons. First, he represents society as a whole, which, in this movie, is in opposition to the expression of a woman’s free will. Secondly, his goal is to capture them alive, and we can accept that as a reasonable goal.

			So, the antagonist doesn’t have to hate the protagonist. And the protagonist doesn’t have to hate the antagonist. Neither does the audience. It’s simply a question of opposition of goals. This applies to individual scenes, too, where the conflict can be as simple as one person wants to stay in to watch a movie on TV while the other wants to go out and watch it on the big screen. The negotiation represents an expression of the opposition of the goals and the conflict. The way they resolve it, one way or the other or by compromise, tells us about the characters. If, however, they’re just sitting around watching TV and talking about what they had for dinner, it neither advances the story nor holds our interest.

			Unless, of course, they’re also looking out at the lush hills of Cairo Montenotte at sunset and sharing a bottle of Barolo. The goals then are subtextual. You figure them out.

		

	
		
			Step 21

			The Collaborative Art
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			One of the things that has always rankled me as a screenwriter is the possessory credit. If it´s a film by Joe Blow, and he didn´t write it, how is it a film by him? He didn´t come up with the idea, except in rare circumstances. He didn´t write the script, but if he did, then only the second part of this Step applies. He didn´t create the characters, the story, the setting, the meaning. He interpreted a script. If it´s truly a film by, he would be able to take 120 pages of blank paper and make a film from it. Ask Frank Gehry if Disney Hall is “a building by the contractor.”

			Okay, rant over. They talk about themes that certain directors have in their works, but, really, they are talking about the choices they make when figuring out their next film — either presented to them by the production company, actor, or studio, or pal. They talk about the Lubitsch touch, the Capraesque films of the common man. But in truth, many directors collaborate with the same writers over and over again, and it´s those writers who bring the continuity of theme to the work.

			Directors, shoot me now, because it´s going to get worse.

			I recently directed a feature film from my own script. Okay, I´m being modest. I also produced it with fellow producer Susan Smith, line producer Charlie Dewey, associate producer Michael Sitnikov, and associate producer Edouard Marchand. It was grueling. We managed to shoot ninety-five pages in nine days! One day, we did sixteen pages all in one take. Twice! So if anyone can take the possessory credit it is I ... my script, my producing, my directing, even my furniture in some scenes (and my wife´s Persian rug). But I was reminded in the middle of the maelstrom that is production that many, many other people work to realize the finished product. Over forty-five people worked on my film. It was a collaborative effort. No one person could say it was “A film by.”

			The film I worked on was a period piece. It would have looked stupid with modern hairdos. Thank you Esther Vasquez. The overall look was designed by Johnathan Powk. The lighting and photography supervised by Charles Swanson II. Sound mixed by Kurt Daugherty. Editing by James Zolliecoffer. Kate, Vince, Megan, Lee, Camille, Eli, Young, Miz, Alex, Alana, Lauren, Becca, Karen, Chris, Yoko, Anna, Amrit, Vivek, and Jay are some of the others who had a hand in it. There are more, and they are listed in the “A film by” credit because I wouldn´t have been able to do it without them.

			The point being, while a novelist generally has only an editor helping him or her along, a filmmaker has scores of people doing the heavy lifting. To call it a film by just the director, while s/he does have a hard job, is just plain hubris. Time to recognize that. Something that screenwriters in particular should keep in mind.

		

	
		
			Step 22

			The Frame in Spain Stays Mainly on the Plain
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			I’m a real fan of Spanish cinema going back to my time in Spain as a study-abroad student during the time of Franco. Then, filmmakers had to be extremely careful, and, so, they were very inventive. All kinds of political messages were hidden in allegories, word plays, and subtleties. One film I saw was about a simple weekend pheasant hunt. What I didn’t know at first was that it took place on the grounds of a famous Spanish Civil War battlefield and, thus, had a lot of meaning beyond what was on the screen.

			I’ll just say it right now. Two of my all time favorite directors are Buñuel and Almodóvar — one for his outrageousness and one for his outrageousness and sense of color. Yes, I said outrageousness twice because Buñuel was a leader in the surrealist movement and his early film images (the slicing of the eyeball in Un Chien Andalou for example) still haunt me today. And Almodóvar, well, he’s unique in many ways, but the main one is that he’s unpredictable and outrageous (and I love his production design).

			So I was very excited to see a Spanish film come to my local art house (“We’re not afraid of subtitles.”). That, and the fact that bullfighting, once a passion, now a disgusting relic of a time gone by, was going to be featured, impelled me to buy a ticket to Blancanieves (Snow White), written and directed by Pablo Berger.

			I was disappointed.

			First of all, I expected it to be in Spanish, but since it was a silent film (okay, there was music, but no dialogue), at least the intertitles might be, right? No, they were all in English. Okay, fine. Perfect for an American audience. But that was the last thing that was perfect for an American audience.

			I can’t remember ever reading the original Grimm Brothers tale, and my reference point is Disney’s 1937 animated version, but I don’t remember (Spoiler Alert) Snow White dying. Sure, she went into a deep sleep, but she was eventually revived by a prince (they’re all Charming, right?). Not in this version.

			But that would be all right with me if Carmen (Blancanieves), played by Macarena García, had had a goal, had pursued it, had reached it, and then had died. That would have been a pattern familiar to American tastes. But, no. She was a passive character, pulled along by the action, never having a goal, never achieving a goal. Yes, she did succeed in her big faena — bullfight — but that was never her true goal, only the goal of the moment since she was basically thrust into the ring by circumstances and then forced to fight a full-sized bull by the villain stepmother, Encarna. She won the fight but took a bite of the apple, so, in the end, she was defeated by her antagonist.

			Is that how you want to end your film? It’s how many Europeans do because they don’t believe in “happy Hollywood” endings. But a Hollywood ending doesn’t have to be happy. It just has to have its protagonist reach his or her goal by defeating her protagonist.

			Look at Thelma and Louise. They die in the end, but they reach their goal of independence from men. Look at Gladiator. He dies in the end, but he reaches his goal of reuniting with his family. You could even look at The Passion of the Christ. He dies, but that was, in fact, his goal. He wanted to die so that he could be resurrected and lead his followers to everlasting life.

			What did Blancanieves — Carmen — achieve? Death and an afterlife as a curiosity in a freak show.

			Now, perhaps, as in the Spanish cinema of the 1960s and early 1970s, this symbolized something that was beyond me as a viewer, but I doubt it. And this is why this film has only grossed $116,605 worldwide as of the day I write this. AMC sold more popcorn than that today. They sold more popcorn than that during the time it took me to write this. Why? Because the film disappoints on many levels: There’s an aimless heroine. There is no real central emotional relationship with any one of the dwarves (one of whom serves as the standby Prince, but she never acknowledges that). The man who plays her father is way too old to be an authentic torero (what we Americans call a matador), so for anyone who knows anything about bullfighting, there is no suspension of disbelief. And, again, most importantly, she has no flaw, she has no goals, she has no relationship, and she achieves nothing. She doesn’t even save the bull — a friend of her father’s starts the movement in the crowd to do so.

			So was I completely unhappy with the film? No. The music was great — a combination of bullfight paso doble and flamenco, and I’m a sucker for flamenco.

		

	
		
			Step 23

			The Importance Of Convention
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			One of the most frustrating things about screenwriting is that there are no rules, only conventions. It’s not chemistry (or it is, in a more metaphorical sense) or physics. There are no laws. What works one time might not work another. There is no mathematical certainty. If there were, they’d pay us by the hour like a mechanic (for whom I have the deepest respect) or a plumber. As every writer knows, sometimes you write better than other times. Sometimes a technique works and sometimes it doesn’t. But two plus two always adds up to four in the decimal system. Why can’t we have, and follow, rules in writing dramatic and comedic narratives?

			I don’t know the answer to that except to say that if you follow the “rules” too closely in writing, you end up with a boring piece of pap. That’s why there are no rules, only conventions. But does that mean you should abandon the conventions when you write? Only at your own risk.

			Okay, first I said there are no rules, then I said there are conventions that you should pay heed to. What’s going on here? Let’s go back to mechanics and cars. Or car manufacturers and cars. There are certain conventions that most car manufacturers follow: cars have four wheels, a motor, brakes, a steering wheel, an accelerator, a transmission, etc. You know what a car looks like. Okay, some cars (the Morgan of yore) have only three wheels. Some small conveyances in other countries still do. But, for the most part, the convention is that four wheels work best. So cars have four wheels. Not a rule, but a convention. (I know I’ve used the comparison before, but it is apt.)

			But many new writers tell me they want to do something new and original. They want to have three wheels or five, maybe they even want to have square wheels. And I tell them, sometimes a car will work that way, sometimes it won’t. We know that five wheels would be a pain to make work. Square wheels would never work, so why try it?

			“But I want to write something really different.” Good idea, so long as you work within the conventions of screenwriting (and I might add here, we’re talking about Hollywood style films, not Jules et Jim, or The Bicycle Thief, or The Apu Trilogy). If you don’t, you probably won’t write a film that is satisfying to a US audience. “But that would stifle my creativity.” To which I have two answers. One, you may not yet be ready, as a writer, to take on a truly original format. (Are first year medical students ready to do heart transplants even if they have a new approach that may work? Would you want them to do your transplant?) Maybe, after you dominate the conventional format, you can invent one of your own. It’s been done, but … it’s been done. Who knows, though. You may be a creative genius, so, again, once you’re ready, be my guest.

			The other answer to the question is there are hundreds and hundreds of variations on the car theme. Are you going to tell me that the design and engineering geniuses of Lamborghini Murciélago aren’t creative because their cars have only four wheels, a steering wheel, brakes, a transmission and one honking motor? It’s not a conventional car, but it adheres to the conventions.

			That’s one end of the creative spectrum for cars. How about the Honda Civic or the SmartCar? How about a Rolls Royce Ghost? So, there are conventions, but there are infinite variations within those conventions. Creativity is not limited by the conventions. On the contrary, it is stimulated by them.

			For cars, these conventions may change. Electricity may propel the cars and transmissions may therefore become obsolete. Fuel cells may drive them. Solar panels may power them. But they probably will still have four (okay, sometimes three) wheels, and the wheels will always be round.

			Where did the conventions of screenwriting come from? Observation. No one who wrote before Aristotle established any rules to write by. Some things seemed to work in practice, and there was no theory. Aristotle observed what dramatists of his time were doing and outlined what he thought were the conventions of good drama. We have followed those conventions ever since. There have been two-act plays, three-act plays, four-act plays, five-act plays, and so on. But there have always been a beginning, a middle, and an end to a story.

			Syd Field observed the conventions of screenwriting in 1979 in his book Screenplay, which immediately became the new “rule book.” Writers read it and nodded their heads. “Yes, that’s what I’ve been doing.” Or, “Oh, that’s how you do it.” Then development executives read it and said, “That’s how it’s supposed to be done.” Now they had a somewhat objective way to look at scripts that came in. If they didn’t have the elements Syd outlined, then they probably weren’t going to work. (Conversely, however, having the elements doesn’t mean they are necessarily going to work.) His view of structure (and it’s a good one, the foundation for my own views) became the Hollywood norm. And, truthfully, made it easier to teach and talk about films.

			So there are conventions. They work. If you leave out the inciting incident, for example, you won’t get your movie started just as when your car’s starter doesn’t work, it’s tough to get it running. Not impossible in either situation, but tougher. I could go on with this analogy, but I think it’s run its course. You get the idea. Stick to the conventions until you dominate them. They work. Then you can design your own three-wheeled Morgan (please make it come back) and turn convention upside down.

		

	
		
			Step 24

			The Imposter Syndrome
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			Some of my students are having a lot of trouble and may be suffering from the Imposter Syndrome, or IS. Yes, we get to that point in the film where we suddenly lose faith in the characters, the story, in our own abilities to write. Normal. For all writers, professionals and otherwise. We just don’t know if it’s good anymore, if the idea ever was good, or if we have any clue at all about how to write it.

			Welcome to the club.

			And what made us think we could ever be writers, anyway?

			Let me tell you, there are plenty of executives who will browbeat you on this one, too. One told me and my writing partner at the time that the freelance episode we had done for his syndicated comedy was the best script he’d ever seen for the show. In front of his staff! He gave us another assignment. When we got notes, it started out like this: “Guys, guys, guys. What made you think you were professional writers?” Later, the staff told us it was his mind game. (BTW, he gave us a contract for three more episodes after that! Unheard of.)

			So don’t play the mind game on yourselves. Yes, you may be in a hole, but you’ll get out of there. It may take a little while, but writing doesn’t pay by the hour (even when it pays). If you’ve lost your way, go back to the character study, go to the flaw, go to the premise, go to the seven points and refresh your memory. What’s making me write this? What do I want to say? How is the protagonist going to get herself out of this fix?

			And ask me questions until you get the answer (I’ll probably turn around and ask you questions).

			You’ll get there, believe me.

		

	
		
			Step 25

			The Key To Writing Is Writing
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			This is going to be the most simple and simplistic chapter yet. I already said it all in the title. But let me expand on this a little.

			If you want to call yourself a writer, you have to write. If you write, you have to finish.

			I can’t tell you how many people I talk to who want to write — novels, memoirs, screenplays. But they don’t write. Why not? Mostly because they are afraid of what people will say about their writing.

			Who’s going to read it if you haven’t written it?

			No need to answer that question.

			People that are afraid of what others might say about their writing usually think that once the letters hit the page, they’re engraved in stone and cannot be changed. Let me disabuse you of that fantasy. EVERYTHING gets changed. Everything gets rewritten. Everything. Nick Kazan told a group of WGA writers that Reversal of Fortune went through at least twenty-five drafts. Jane Anderson said it took her that many to get most of her films to the soundstage floor. John Sacret Young agreed.

			Were their first drafts perfect? No. They changed them even as they wrote them, too. We all do. We recognize that nothing we do is perfect, which is why we’re always fussing with our scripts right up to deadline.

			And then we rewrite the next draft.

			So what do I tell these people (my physical therapist, my doctor, my students)? I ask them, “Can you write one bad page in a day?” They all laugh and say yes. Then I tell them, “Sit down before breakfast and don’t eat breakfast until you’ve written a bad page.” Everyone can write a bad page, right? You can, too, right?

			Okay. Write one today. Write another one tomorrow. No, don’t go back and correct it. Don’t rewrite it. Just write another one tomorrow. And the day after. And the day after that. If you’re writing a screenplay, you’ll have a first draft in three months or so. If you’re writing a novel, you’ll have a first draft in a year or so.

			Then you’ll have something. A first draft. Okay, it may be shitty. All first drafts are. Hemingway said so. Tough. But I guarantee it won’t take as long to write the second draft or the third because you have something tangible on the table in front of you. (And print it out, please. Then it’s real.) (Okay, double-sided is fine.) Then you have something you can shape, cut, expand, do whatever you want with.

			Then you can call yourself a writer. Then it can become something good. Something that other people will want to read. So stop reading this and sit down and write a bad page.

		

	
		
			Step 26

			The Power Of Story
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			I know you’re going to find this hard to believe, but I recently attended Katy Perry’s final concert in her California Dreams tour. How I got there, and why, could be the subject of a lengthy article on how to keep a marriage vital. But what I was reminded of there, in the midst of teenage girls dressed as psychedelic ballerinas or hookers (hard to tell sometimes), video screens fringed with cottony, cloud-like frames, and lots and lots of high tech video equipment (the “free” concert was really a video shoot that needed an unpaid cast of 14,000 extras) was the power of story.

			Comments on her singing talent and song choice aside (as a diehard Bob Dylan fan it is not for me to judge), her use of story in both the concert as a whole and her songs specifically was notable. Instead of roaring onto the stage after a rousing introduction by an off-stage announcer (“Los Angeles, put your hands together, make some noise for KATY PERRY!”), the video screen in the middle, supported by one close on each side and others on the far edges of the stage, presented the opening of a little story about Katy and Kitty, her cat (cute name, right?) who just wanted to get out of a very bad situation working for a butcher (I think), and then out of the house.

			I never understood the thing with the butcher other than her fear of working with meat and blood and people with a missing front tooth (and I have no idea what she was doing in a butcher shop if she didn’t want to be there). But the main story focused on her and the cat.

			For those of you who know what story is — and that should be all of you, right? — this is the basis of story: There’s a person, she has a need. Of course, there were no barriers. They could easily be imagined by her (mostly) teenaged audience: parents. The inciting incident came when her cat escaped and she didn’t. Now she was faced by a new dilemma: What to do about her missing cat. Well, Katy created a new goal — find Kitty — and then she plunged into the concert (wearing spinning propellers on her breasts; you had to have been there.).

			Which had nothing to do with finding the cat, so far as I could see, but the story came back every couple of songs, augmented by goings on on the stage: taking a bite out of a giant brownie (after which she felt strange, get it?); inviting a boy toy up so that the repressed teens could ogle his abs; hosting a dancer dressed as a slut, I mean slot machine (a joke she iterated clearly for the audience who had never been to Vegas).

			The songs themselves were hard to parse over the din and over-amped words and music. For one song, though, they kindly broadcast the words on the screen for all to see. It was about her boy being, like, from another planet, an alien, because his kiss was, like, extra-terrestrial, or something, and she was, like, being abducted. Again, a short story. Maybe not the one you wanted if you were a late-middle-aged man looking for meaning in a young artist’s work, but a story that resonated with its intended audience. (Even though I have written and produced a film called Alien Abduction.)

			The point I am circling here is that she held her audience with costume changes, dancing (amazingly athletic dancing), music, and STORY.

			Somebody wants something and tries to get it but faces barriers. In the end, she found her Kitty, now anthropomorphized into a giant cat on stage, and while she hadn’t really done much to get him/her back, she was certainly glad to see him, as was the audience.

			So, even if you couldn’t hear the lyrics to the songs she sang, even if you were blind to the circus-like quality of the brightly colored costumes and stage, even if you were distracted by the video cranes and cameras rolling on track, even if you couldn’t see the energetic dancing, you were aware there was a story going on and you wanted to know how it ended.

			When you review the story for your movie, that’s what you should be looking for: Does the reader, and will the viewer — after all the action and dialogue pyrotechnics — want to know how it ends?

		

	
		
			Step 27

			The Second Draft Is Killing Me
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			Got an email recently from one of my consultees in Australia. I had read his first draft about a month before and sent notes. After several weeks of silence on his part, I sent him an email to see how it was going. No response. Then I sent another, this time saying I was worried about him. Here’s his reply and my answer:

			Hi Paul,

			The second draft is killing me. My initial response to the notes was defensive and skeptical but once I got over that knee jerk reaction and took a second and third look I realized that you were right and I was just being precious. Now my problem is that as soon as I change one element it has a knock on effect and I find I have to change another part. It is not only discouraging but also bloody hard work. I find I spend a lot of time staring at the screen in a zombie-like fashion or redoing my income tax. I have never been blocked before and I don’t know how to deal with it. Avoidance works for a while but eventually deadlines approach and I still haven’t got half as far as had planned.

			Agency X (the funding body) want a delivery date and I don’t know what to tell them. It’s not finished and I don’t know how to push through to the end.

			Any advice?

			S.

			Dear S.,

			This type of reaction is not uncommon. Sit down, take a deep breath, and read your current script through again as if you were a development executive at a studio. Be harsh with the writer. Write notes on the sides of the pages. Cross out stuff. Make notes on a sheet of paper (be sure to do all this in paper, not on the computer). When you’re done, write up what you would tell the writer if you were giving notes, then compare that with my notes (which, by the way, are not gospel). Then pretend you’re the executive and combine the notes into one document. Then go for a walk or some sort of exercise.

			When you come back, sit down with that document and read it as if you were the writer. Okay, you might agree with some notes and disagree with others, but your task is to make them work. If you can’t make them work somehow (and they don’t always work), then just plow through the script doing the ones that do. When you’re done with that — plowing through and doing the ones that work — then read the script again. If it works, great. If there are issues, have a look at the notes you couldn’t make work. Do they still apply? They might not. Do you need to do something else? You might. If you don’t know what else to do, now’s the time to send it to me again.

			Don’t pull your hair out. This is part of the process. You’ve got to look at the script as a product, not your left arm or upper intestine. It’s something you make, like a new rocking chair. If it doesn’t rock, no one’s going to sit in it. Somehow, you‘ve got to make it rock. You will, I‘m sure of it.

			PC

			To my readers: This can happen on any draft, but it’s especially painful on the second draft. Get over it. There are many drafts to go. I don’t even show a new script to my agent until I’ve written eight drafts or so. The average script takes twenty-five drafts before it hits the sound stage. Though many of those are production drafts, don’t be afraid of the next draft. It’s always the opportunity to experiment or to fix experiments gone wrong. I know you can’t just send it to me, so if all else fails, read my book again. Good luck.

		

	
		
			Step 28

			The Olympics and Screenwriting
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			What can we learn of the two-week sports and up-close moments that dominate the television airwaves (no matter how we define television at the moment) during the Olympics?

			The obvious: Though you may only be sixteen, it still takes years of practice to reach the field of competition, not to mention the podium. In other words, it doesn’t just happen over night.

			Are you in a hurry to be a WGA-card carrying screenwriter making his/her living spinning stories out of your computer?

			Let me ask you a question. Is it easy or hard to write a script? Most people would say hard. Is your first script perfect or does it need some work? Most people would say it needs some work. Is the tenth draft of your tenth script perfect, or does it need some work. My peers would say, without looking at it, that it needs some work.

			Why is it we think that the first script we write, film school training or not, is the best we can do? Did Michael Phelps score gold in his first Olympics? No. Did he win the first race he was in? No.

			Let me put it another way. There are over 900,000 MDs in this country. We all can agree that it’s hard to become a doctor. Takes eight years of college and then at least three or four more years of internship and residency before you can really practice on your own.

			Do you think it’s easier to become a writer? Someone who has to know something about everything? Someone who has to write a blueprint for a movie that somewhere between 100 and 450 people follow in order to bring his/her vision to the screen?

			There’s a reason only about 4,500 members of the Writers Guild of America West reported earnings in 2013: It’s hard to write something that has the power to get made. It takes years of practice and study of the human condition and the art and craft of screenwriting. Yes, sometimes people jump the queue and sell a script right out of film school or, even more rarely, right when they arrive in Hollywood after reading a book or two on screenwriting (or even skipping that stage). People win the lottery, too, but it’s still not a very good investment.

			What is a good investment for an aspiring writer is to go to film school, if only to have two or three years set aside to practice the craft without the withering effects of rejection. Write as many scripts as you can, and then rewrite them. Then, once you graduate, rewrite them again, write new ones and in a couple of years you’ll be ready for that break when it comes.

			If you’re lucky, you’ll have a career (and there’s no telling how long or short that will be). And if you’re really lucky, you’ll continue to grow as a writer. I can say with complete certainty that I’m a better writer now than when I started out. Yes, I have hundreds of hours of television to my name, over a dozen features written for pay (and probably a dozen more without), but I still continue to improve. That’s one of the exciting things about this art. You never learn it all, but you do get better as you age.

		

	
		
			Step 29

			The Trailer Was Better
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			How many times have you seen a great trailer, thought “that must be a good film,” and paid your (up to) $14 for a ticket to see the film only to be disappointed in the end product? It often turns out that either the best moments of the film were in the trailer (and there are no others left), or that the trailer told the whole story.

			Such was the case with The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel. The clips in the pilot looked promising and funny. The background looked stunning (and it was). And the actors! The actors were the cream of the British elite: Judy Dench, Tom Wilkinson, Bill Nighy, Penelope Wilton, Maggie Smith, Norman Cousins. And there was that incredibly enthusiastic hotel manager, Dev Patel, from Slumdog Millionaire. What could go wrong?

			Just about everything.

			This film is a great example of wasted opportunity that no great cast, no great setting, not even a great director (you might not think John Madden — not the football commentator — is great, but he did do Shakespeare in Love, which I thought was great.) can save. It is the script that’s at the heart of every film, and this one simply fails its potential.

			While this film will do moderate business for this type of audience-specific (over fifties) project, it will never be the blockbuster that Slumdog was simply because the script doesn’t have focus, doesn’t have surprises, and often just wanders into wonderful monologues by incredibly compelling and intense actors working their asses off to make the story interesting.

			The script’s biggest issue is that it doesn’t focus on a single protagonist, instead choosing to make this an “ensemble” film. So we have the manager’s story, the Judy Dench character’s story (Evelyn Greenslade), the Tom Wilkinson story, etc. All interesting stories, mind you, but no single one developed enough to really hold your interest. Sheer screen presence does that. Imaginative art direction helps. The script, however, in trying to tell seven stories, does little more than present a very long trailer for seven films to come.

			It could be argued that Love Actually, in its way, does something similar, but that film at least ties all its stories together. Each one, as well, has its own seven point structure, no matter how thin. Whereas, in Hotel, there are seven stories but no main story, and the seven lack development.

			To make matters worse, there are tons of story gaps, unnecessary or unmotivated confessions, and lots of unanswered questions. True, they may have been answered in the original script — let’s hope so — but if that’s the case, they were discarded in script or film editing, leaving us with lots of “why did they do that” and “what are they using for money,” and “where did their money go”?

			You’ve read me rail on and on about story. Story, as a reminder, is a person with a goal. There’s a rock between the person and the goal. The person has to go over, under, around, or through the rock to get to the goal. Once s/he reaches the goal, your film is essentially over.

			In The Best Exotic Marigold Hotel, the central characters express few goals outside of survival in the hotel in Jaipur. And they all, but one, seem to survive or even thrive there. So there is no striving (and we don’t even see them struggling with survival outside of fixing a dripping faucet, which seems to be no problem in the end). So there’s no goal, there’s no rock. The only person who has a real problem they can’t solve with a call to a travel agent is the manager, played by Dev Patel. Wonderful as he is, he isn’t the agent of his own salvation: His problem is solved by the Maggie Smith character, a solution that his mother, his antagonist, takes lying down and without comment.

			Don’t get me wrong. The film will do some business (The audience was full of older people. See, they do go to movies.), and it was a joy to watch these artists at work. But to really grip audiences and make it a hit, it would have had to have focused on one person’s story (preferably the one which already takes up 5% more screen time than the others — the Judy Dench storyline), developed it completely, and let the supporting stories and characters support.

			Here’s one case where the whole is not greater than the sum of its parts.

			One more thought. This type of storytelling is the easy way out for a writer. There’s no need for deeper thought or development if you’re telling seven stories instead of one story. You don’t need to delve into their motives, their feelings, their dilemmas, their failures. Once you have made a cute little short script (divide 120 by 7) of seventeen pages, just do that six more times, then shuffle the scripts together and bam! You’ve got a feature-length script. That’s what Hotel does. Regrettably.

		

	
		
			Step 30

			What Are Your Intentions?
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			Never got to ask my daughter’s last boyfriend that question, though I wanted to. As a writer, this is an important question and should be asked at every step of the way as you work on your script. First, what do you intend to accomplish with this story? Is it to entertain the audience, to illuminate a problem, to scare them, to make your audience cry, to make them laugh, to change their perceptions? The answer to this question will lead to your decision about genre.

			The next intention you have to be clear on is what do you intend to say with this story. Lajos Egri calls this the premise. Others call it the theme or idea. In other words, what, exactly, are you trying to say with this piece of work: Love conquers all, even death (Romeo and Juliet or Titanic)? Greed destroys (There Will Be Blood)? Ya gotta be yourself (practically every sitcom ever written)? What is the underlying premise of your work?

			Then there are the goals which your protagonist pursues. What does he intend to achieve at the end of the first act? How does he change that intention (or add to it) at the midpoint? And just as a protagonist has an intention (or intentions), so does the antagonist. Really, think about it, is the antagonist there solely to foil the protagonist, or does the antagonist have an intention — a goal — as well? If he does, he’ll be better for it.

			On the scene level, it is also necessary to clarify intentions. When you think about it, everyone around you in life has an intention at a particular moment, even if that intention is to have no intention. Even walking down a crowded street, the people around you have intentions. So do the people in a scene with your character walking down the street. They’re busy rushing to the doctor, going shopping, avoiding capture, whatever. Cop #2 in your scene has an intention — to keep the crowd away, to ask a question. And, of course, the protagonist, the antagonist, the catalyst, the central emotional relationship — all have intentions in a scene.

			If you don’t know them, how can you write that scene? If you do know them, you can have them acting on those intentions at all times. And that’s what gives drive and conflict to your scenes. That’s what makes them leap off the page. Everyone is striving towards a goal; everyone has intentions.

			My intention with this chapter is to make you think about how to motivate your characters’ actions and words at all times by thinking of their intentions. And yours.

		

	
		
			Step 31

			What Film School Should I Go To?
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			Or should I not waste my time and money?

			There are a lot of films schools out there and just as many opinions about them and the very real option of not going to film school at all. I speak with some knowledge of the question: I have taught at UCLA’s Extension’s Screenwriting program, UCLA’s Professional Program in Screenwriting, UCLA’s MFA program in Screenwriting, the University of Barcelona’s film school (ESCAC), one of Chile’s film schools (UNIACC), Cuba’s film school (EICTV), and Loyola Marymount University’s School of Film and Television where I’m currently a clinical assistant professor (don’t ask what clinical means — all I know is I can’t prescribe drugs).

			So you’d think I’d be all in favor of film school, right? Truthfully, it’s not for everyone. I didn’t go, and I managed to have a very nice career in television for nearly thirty years (and still working in TV as a consultant to two shows this year and in pre-production for a TV movie). Yes, I did take two courses at UCLA’s Extension program before I decided to dump my career as a college administrator in my mid-thirties and tackle television. Truly, I had no idea what I was stepping into. It probably would have been a good idea to know how to construct a story, how to format a script, how to create a character, before leaping into the business feet first. It might have speeded things up to know how to write a beatsheet before I took my first job in television writing for a syndicated show after a couple of years of struggling to get through the first door.

			So I do advocate, for most people, a couple of years at a good film school. So, the question is begged: What’s a good film school?

			It’s one that values its students. It’s one whose instructors are true professionals that have worked in the business, not just moved over from the English department when the job opened up. It’s one that has connections in Hollywood. It’s one that has alumni who are working and willing to mentor students. It’s one that arranges internships in the business (so, obviously, it has to be in NYC or LA, in my opinion). It’s one that has small seminars that prepare you to write a script before you write a script. It’s one that foments interaction between students and professors. It’s one that has an up-to-date curriculum that it is willing to adjust to the rapidly changing viewing habits and media. In short, Loyola Marymount University. But there are other good ones.

			How do you make the choice between, say, NYU, USC, UCLA, Chapman, AFI, or University of Texas at Austin? (I know, not exactly in LA or NYC, but at least close to the third coast.) First, I’d check out their faculty. Have they truly worked in the business or do they just have an MFA from a good school and are still struggling themselves? And just because a faculty member has written a book on writing (and I don’t exclude myself from this scrutiny) doesn’t mean that s/he understands how a script is written from the inside or that, more importantly, s/he can teach you how to do it. S/he has to have written scripts that work, that have been made, that have had some measure of success. Why? Because they understand the true struggle of getting a world down on a sheet of paper (or ones and zeros) that can then be translated to a set with actors and a theater full of eager viewers.

			One more thing on faculty. How many are full-time and how many are adjunct? One prominent school has only one tenured professor and three full-time lecturers for screenwriting, while another I’m familiar with has eight full-time professors for a smaller cohort of students. Full-timers hang around campus and talk to students during the day. Part-timers don’t usually have set office hours and certainly don’t hang around campus. There are exceptions — hey, I was a part-timer for ten years. But, trust me, when you have an office of your own and an obligation as a full-timer to be in it a certain amount of time, you are there. Drop-ins by students and other faculty follow. It helps everyone.

			So, having a solid faculty that has credits — number one. Two — the physical proximity of the industry. There’s nothing like living in Detroit if you want to make cars, or the Silicon Valley if you want to make something for computers or the Net. Hollywood or New York City are the focal points for film and television. There you have the people, the resources, the energy. You can see it in half the Starbucks in the LA area — screenwriters pounding away at their Macbooks, actresses chatting up directors, directors chatting up producers. There’s an excitement there. And, more importantly, there’s the opportunity to meet people. That’s how jobs are gotten. At one coffee shop in Toluca Lake (Burbank, CA), I’ve met the stars of a half dozen shows, two Academy Award-winning writers, and, sometimes, my students for a conference.

			Three — the campus. If the campus doesn’t have a sound stage or two (there goes just about any community college), editing suites, a camera department, lighting and grip, scenery shop, well, then it doesn’t make movies. Sure, lots of movies are made on location, on practical sets. But unless you have this stuff backing you up, you’re not in the world of film (though, as you may know, film is out. Digital is in.). Find out what equipment you can use on your school projects. Some schools let writers use their stuff, some guard it jealously for their production students. Even if you can’t make a movie of your own, or don’t want to, you can help others make theirs. Working crew gives you perspective and experience you can later parlay into a real job. And it always helps when talking to crew later when you’re a big shot to be able to speak their language.

			Four — the curriculum. Some schools still focus on feature films. That’s great, but there are few jobs for a writer in features. More money flows from television. More opportunity pours from the internet. Does the school you want to go to have writing and producing for the internet? If not, why not? Does it have a course in writing video games? How about animation?

			Five — the money. Film school can be really spendy, from $20,000 to $40,000 (or more — tuition keeps escalating) not including room and board or production costs (yes, as a writer, you might want to make a film on your own, or, as my students do, a whole web series). Strangely, public schools can end up being more costly than private schools. Find out what are the real total costs. Find out what fellowships are available. What grants. Find out, too, if the school owns copyright to what you produce or you do. You might be surprised at what works out to be a better deal. And watch out for living costs in NYC. Just saying, after putting a daughter through NYU. Try not to take loans, whatever you do. If you must, get a job immediately and start paying them off even before you leave school. One of my undergrad students graduated with $100,000 in debt. She’ll be making payments through most of her career. Do you want that?

			Six — alumni. This is harder to figure out, but most schools parade their alumni out there so you know who went where. But do the alumni come back to campus and mentor students? Give seminars? Make introductions? Take you on the lot or the set?

			So, yes, you’re going to have to do some homework if you want to go to film school. But what if you don’t? I mean, maybe you’re older or don’t have the time or money to take two or three years off to study. Maybe a course or two will do it. Maybe you live in Montana working a family ranch but have a desire to write police procedurals. Then an online extension program is for you. UCLA’s extension program has been called the cheapest film school in the world. I recommend it for a lot of reasons, one of which being maybe you aren’t sure about writing as a career and want to check out a course or two. Maybe you can’t leave your sick mother or child to go away to college. Maybe you think you’re already of professional quality and just want to make sure. Take an extension course or two or three and find out. Worked for me in a very different time. But it can still work. It can also be a gateway drug — I mean educational experience. Many of my UCLA Extension students went on to the Professional Program. From there, many went on to the MFA program. From there, well, some got jobs and some didn’t.

			And that’s the risk. Truly, it’s tough out there. And film schools have sprung up around the country, pouring more and more writers into fewer and fewer jobs. So you have to ask yourself honestly if you think you have a real chance and if you have a plan B to keep you going while you do the requisite striving. And can you take rejection, because the business is full of that.

			The rewards can be great, both financially and spiritually — there’s nothing like watching something that existed only in your mind come to life on a sound stage and getting paid for it. It really is great to be a member of the miniscule percentage of the population that earns a living writing for the media. So if you have the drive to go to film school, choose well. If film school is not possible for you, don’t stop writing. There are other ways into the industry.

		

	
		
			Step 32

			The Worthy Antagonist
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			If there is no barrier for your protagonist, he will achieve his goal immediately. If there is no conflict, there is no story. While this may occasionally happen in real life, it is rare that someone achieves a goal without some difficulty. The more difficulty, the sweeter the victory and the more interesting a story to tell.

			The same applies to movie life. If there is nothing to overcome, there is no story. The movie’s over before it has a chance to start. So there must be something or someone in opposition, something or someone that makes it hard, almost impossible, for your protagonist to reach his goal. Without struggle there is no story, and the bigger the struggle, the better the story.

			So your protagonist must have opposition. And the clearest way to put roadblocks in front of your central character is to have another person be in the way. There are some exceptions — nature is antagonist enough for The Perfect Storm or Volcano. In a war movie, it’s the enemy, sometimes personified, but often not.

			What is an antagonist? It’s a person whose goals are in conflict with the protagonist. It could be a business competitor, a competitor in love, a criminal (if your protagonist is a detective), a detective (if your protagonist is a criminal), anyone who has a reason to be in the way of the protagonist’s goal and actively exercises it.

			The antagonist is the second most important person in your film. He has to be a worthy opponent because he must provide the most important barrier to the protagonist’s drive toward his goal. If he is too weak, then the fight is too small. He must be stronger than the protagonist, better, faster, smarter, more handsome (in a romantic comedy, at least). His opposition must force the protagonist to rise above himself to reach his goal. He must be a worthy foe. If he’s not, there is no movie. It’s best if your antagonist is at least 110% of your protagonist. Cool, too, if your antagonist is a woman.

			If your antagonist is a human being, he must have human qualities to avoid being two-dimensional and predictable. A purely evil protagonist is not interesting. Even a man who runs a concentration camp, exterminating people all day long, may return in the evening to a loving wife, children, and a dog. They may even think he’s a hero. A murderer may have a weakness for sweets. A business rival may harbor a secret passion for music — or S&M. This adds depth to the characterization as well as reality. Even Hitler was reputedly kind to his secretary, and there is footage of him playing with his dogs. It makes his evil all the more chilling.

			Just as your protagonist must have a flaw, your antagonist must have a good quality, one the audience can identify as human.

			I’m not saying, though, that your antagonist has to be evil. In a romantic comedy, he shouldn’t be. He should be a serious possibility when it comes to being a possible love object for one of the characters. (See Tin Cup or His Girl Friday) In a sports movie, he’s the opposition, though often less morally worthy of the goal than the protagonist, but he is not pure evil (Bad News Bears, Rocky). That’s too easy. Yes, we still must have a reason to consider him less worthy of winning, so he must have some evil characteristics, some moral failing. But he is a human being with all the wants and needs of a human being.

			Of course, if he’s a vampire, a werewolf, the devil, a wolf pack, a force of nature, he doesn’t need a human quality (though that would be interesting). He just needs to be very tough to overcome. Give your protagonist something against which to test his mettle. That’s what makes a story interesting.

		

	
		
			Step 33

			What If It Doesn’t Sell?
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			I know you put a lot of time and energy into your latest script, and it was good. Very good. Your marketing plan was sound. You had introductions to agents and managers, maybe even a producer or two. Or three. Or four. Depends on how persistent you were. Maybe it opened a bunch of doors and you took a lot of meetings. A lot. But maybe, if you’re like most writers I know, you ended up with what we pleasantly call bubkes. Beans. Nada. Nothing. Lots of encouragement. And, like the saying goes, in Hollywood, you can die from encouragement.

			But you can also die from discouragement. The writers who get discouraged eventually give up, and, as everyone knows, if you give up you can’t succeed. You might not succeed even if you keep trying, but we know for sure you’ll fail if you give up.

			I’m not saying anything new here. Writers who have been at it awhile know that persistence pays off, you have to show up, you have to keep writing. I’m preaching to the choir, right? You haven’t given up. You’re still here. You’re just on the verge of your nine-years-in-the-making overnight success. And writers who have made a career know that there are ups and downs to that career. I know one very successful sitcom writer who now teaches middle school in the Valley. Another who writes promotional pieces for corporations. Another who is scratching out a living on a small ranch in Oklahoma.

			Have I depressed you enough? Just a little dose of reality. It’s always been a hard business, but now it’s harder. Still, for every one of the hard luck stories I just told you, I can tell you a success story. How about the ex-student who, after winning the top screenwriting prize in UCLA’s Professional Program in Screenwriting, couldn’t get an agent for eighteen months? When he did, he made a quick sale to Paramount, got another assignment there, co-wrote a major action pic, has another coming out this month, and just got an adaptation assignment.

			Couldn’t happen to a nicer guy. Truly. He’s not the only one. Another former student of mine parlayed an internship he had in film school to a PA job, then a writers’ assistant job, then a freelance assignment, then a staff job on a popular one-hour TV show. Yet another said, “Fuck it, I’m doing it my own way.” And that’s what I want to talk about today. The guy who went his own way.

			First, he raised a few thousand to shoot his own short “film” (on digital), with another director at the helm. Then he co-produced (and extensively re-wrote) another film, this time a feature, which went direct to DVD (per their plan). Now he’s co-producing a film that he wrote on his own. Next film he’ll be directing.

			But that’s not the only way to go. You could start with a one-minute short you make with the video setting on your digital camera or phone. Put it up on YouTube, let Google sell the ads and wait for the money to flow in. Okay, works for some (check out Ray William Johnson’s channel on YouTube), and not for others.

			There’s another way to go. You can convert your screenplay into a novel (you already have a very complete outline with the screenplay, right?), digitize it, and sell it through Amazon.com like I did. Check out Deviant Numbers on www.digitalfabulists.com or www.amazon.com. (Okay, it was published as a magazine first, but you get the idea). You could even post your script as a for-pay download as I have done with my New Twilight Zone scripts of the ’80s. www.digitalfabulists.com as well. Or, you could pull all those short stories and novel manuscripts you have in your desk drawer (or hard drive), convert them (or have a service do it for you) and sell them on Amazon, too.

			One more outlet: You can convert your screenplay into a graphic novel, publish it online, sell the screen rights, and already have the adaptation ready for when Hollywood comes calling. (Okay, you usually need to do the calling, but don’t let that stop you.)

			What I’m getting at here is that there is no one way to earn a living as a writer anymore. I’ve been a journalist for a daily news service, a freelance magazine article writer, a translator, a TV writer, a features writer, a how-to book author, a blogger, a novelist, and even a poet (lowest pay ever). My tax preparer groans every time I enter his office with my dozen W-2s and even more 1099s. But so what? I make a living. Sometimes a very nice one. As a writer. Isn’t that one of the goals?

			I’m not saying “give up.” I never say give up. I’m saying, make your own career happen. And, eventually, if you show up every day and keep at it, the rest will come along, too.

		

	
		
			Step 34 

			What’s Your Story?
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			When I was a kid, I was always asking my dad questions. Some would be about things, some would be about places, some would be about him or things that happened to him. If he didn’t want to answer, which was most of the time, what he usually replied was, “What are you, writing a book?” Well, not at that particular moment, but certainly later in life I was. And I needed information from life experience that I may not have had on my own, so I asked questions. I wanted to know stuff.

			One of the great things about being a writer of just about any kind is that you get to ask questions. And people will tell you things, lots of things, just about anything. For example, my housekeeper, in response to a question, has told me about her failed marriage (in detail), her trip from Guatemala to the United States (on foot, three months of walking!), and her battle with menopausal hot flashes and weight gain. (I hadn’t asked her any questions about that, but by that time, I was her unofficial therapist.)

			When people tell you these things, you can use them in your writing to inform your characters, to make them more specific and, therefore, more real. You may even discover stories that people tell you that become movies or television stories on their own. When, in another life, I worked as a college administrator in the Indo-Chinese Refugee Program at Long Beach Community College, I collected stories from my students — some hair-raising, some touching, some both, but all unique and interesting. Several became episodes of a proposed PBS series on the immigrant experience.

			People often tell new writers to “write what you know,” and that’s a good idea. That doesn’t necessarily mean only write what you have experienced in your own life, but that’s a good place to start. It means really know what you’re going to write about. Do the research. Do you think Shakespeare had ever lived in Venice or Parma or Alexandria? No, but whoever Shakespeare was, he did his research and then injected his own understanding of human nature. You can do the same by talking to people, reading, and even internet searching.

			The more you know about your characters and their milieu, the better you will write them. No one doubts that. But does that mean you must be African-American to write about African-Americans? A man to write about men? A woman to write about women? A Martian to write about life on Mars? Gay to write about the gay experience? Not necessarily, but, of course, some research would be in order; and when that’s not possible (what would a Martian say in a particular situation?), then imagination is required.

			I once had a student who was writing about life in 15th-century Spain. She had a messenger knocking on a door. When the mistress of the house answered (in this upperclass house, she would not be the person answering the door, but that’s yet another question), he announced that he had a telegram for her. A telegram?

			Apparently, my student did not do her research. Don’t be caught in stupid mistakes like that. Write from what you know. Do the research if you haven’t lived it yourself. The more specific, the more believable the circumstances of your story will be. The more believable, the more relatable. And that’s what people are looking for.

		

	
		
			Step 35

			When to Abandon an Idea; When to Plow Through; When to Revise

			[image: ]

			This semester I’ve got two contestants in the never-will-finish category. They are constantly writing and rewriting their scripts, sometimes starting over from the beginning despite the fact that there are only six more weeks in which to finish. They’ve had fourteen weeks to work out the story, yet they never completely have because they’ve been too busy going over and over the first act. Or the second. And then changing their minds again and starting over.

			I once had a student in an advanced class in UCLA’s Professional Program in Screenwriting who had a great idea and a very interesting approach. He obviously had some talent. His pages were funny and his story had good characters and forward momentum, but he was never happy with it. So he changed it around, reset the location, the people, the tone. Then he would write it all over again and bring in 45–60 new pages the following week. We’d read some in class, and I’d read the rest during the week. Then he’d come in with a whole new setting, tone, and sometimes characters the next week.

			He couldn’t finish.

			He didn’t finish.

			Now, obviously, this is annoying to an instructor because we have to read double, triple or even quadruple for such a writer as we ordinarily would. But just as irritating is the fact that the person can’t accept two ideas.

			The first idea is that this is a learning experience. We don’t expect perfection. And that’s what drives him/her to write and rewrite. If it were medical school, we’d still be learning how to stitch up an orange or something. We don’t expect quadruple bypass surgery from first year students.

			The second idea is that you can’t achieve everything in the first draft, but if you don’t finish a first draft, you will have nothing to work with. And if you can’t finish even a first draft, you can’t call yourself a writer.

			There’s an apocryphal story about Michelangelo’s working process. First, he said, he had to find the right piece of marble. Then he just had to carve away everything that wasn’t the Pietà. My point is, your first draft is the piece of marble. You have nothing until you have that. Then you perfect it by taking away what’s not the script you’re looking for. Or adding what you need (fortunately, words on paper are more fluid than marble).

			So what’s preventing these people from finishing?

			The obvious barrier to going forward is that the story wasn’t well thought out in the first place. Both people in my class this quarter neglected to complete their beatsheets or treatments because they kept going over and over the first act of what was, in one case, an already written script, and in another, an unclear central character (meaning he didn’t know who the central character was).

			First solution: Work out the story before you start your pages or you will find yourself stuck in a corner and have to start all over again. And again. There’s a reason an architect draws a rendering of a building before the plans, and the plans before the construction. That’s when you find out the obvious flaws. You can work out the details later, but if you leave the overall design until later, you end up with problems constructing a building. Imagine not knowing if you’re building a department store or a factory, a car dealership or a condo complex; you just start building and hope for the best. What’s the outcome likely to be?

			Scriptwriting takes the same type of forethought. Problems appear in the planning stages and then can be worked out. If they’re not, then you’re doomed to a trial-and-error process which will have more errors than success.

			Yes, there are writers who sit down and start writing without knowing where they’re going. Some say they do that so they can be surprised by the story. You could say the same about a traveler who goes to the airport without a passport, without a ticket, without a destination. He will be surprised where he ends up, but that’s not to say he’ll be happy with it. He may have to make many trips to be satisfied. But someone who pre-plans, gets the brochures, checks out the beaches and hotels on the internet, talks to people, gets the required papers and books a ticket is much more likely to end up somewhere where he’ll be happy. Yes, you can get to some interesting places without a roadmap, but the time and energy it takes going back and forth and retracing your steps can be enervating and discouraging.

			Same with screenwriting. If you’re not aiming for a specific place, if you haven’t thought out the journey to get there, you’re going to waste a lot of time writing and rewriting. But let’s say you do finish. Now you can go back and refine the route, find better stops along the way. Improve the experience. Isn’t the second trip to a place you like easier and faster? You know what to avoid, you know where to stay, you know what to do. The experience is better. Such is the experience working on the second or subsequent drafts — no matter how you finished the first. You know where the problems are, and you have a good idea how to fix them. But if you keep laying new foundations and building new walls without a clear design, you will always be starting from scratch and never finishing, to leave one metaphor and pick up on another.

			You can’t call yourself a writer until you finish something, good or bad.

		

	
		
			Step 36

			Just Say Whoa!
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			Aristotle looked at the plays of his time and said they all had a beginning, a middle, and an end. He didn’t make up the rule, he just observed what Sophocles, Aeschylus, and Euripides had developed. He realized that people needed some introduction to the characters and situation before the story really begins, and he realized that an ending (notice I said an ending) was necessary before people were sent back to their ordinary lives.

			Recently, I was brought in to consult on a script for an executive who works at one of the largest independent film production companies in Hollywood. He had two versions of a script that he was considering for production. Could I help him reconcile the drafts?

			No.

			Well, yes, I was able to, but I didn’t think the writers that had worked on the project were able to. There was no beginning, middle, or end. The characters just went on with their lives, things happened to them, they reacted to things, a couple of bigger things happened, then something even bigger happened, and then it was over with a funeral of a supporting character.

			Huh?

			What was missing was a beginning — a getting to know you part — a middle — striving for a goal — and an end — reaching the goal and benefitting from it.

			There was no story because there were no goals or striving. Since there were no goals and no striving, there was no achievement (ending), just a series of events at the end.

			A series of events is not an ending. A shooting is not an ending unless the person shot is the antagonist and the shooter is the protagonist. A funeral is only an ending for the guy getting buried. And just because a couple stand next to each other at the funeral doesn’t mean they have revived their relationship.

			So, Aristotle would have been appalled by this script, as I was. It’s some hard news I’m going to deliver, but it really won’t surprise the exec. He knows there’s something wrong or he wouldn’t have called me. There was no ending. Of course, there also wasn’t a beginning. Or a middle.

			But let’s get back to the ending. You’ve got to have a definitive place where the action — the striving — stops, and that happens in the final challenge, when the protagonist faces and defeats the antagonist and reaches his/her goal. Part of the ending is celebrating the fruits of that effort, which is why you have a return to the now changed forever normal life at the end of almost every movie. It’s over, everything is okay in the new order. But you can do that only once. If you do it three times, like in the scripts I mentioned (or in A. I. Artificial Intelligence to cite a movie with multiple endings), well, you’ve lost your audience.

		

	
		
			Step 37

			Whose Story Is It Anyway?
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			One of the rookie mistakes new writers often make is to say there is more than one protagonist or that “the city” or “the game itself” is the protagonist. Sure, you could say that the flood was the protagonist in the story of Noah, but it’s not. It’s the story of Noah. But I’m not here to discuss how to make your protagonist stand out (here’s a hint — start by putting her name first in the title, as in Thelma and Louise).

			No, I’m here to discuss how to make the other characters in your screenplay — the persons who are the central emotional relationship, the catalyst, the antagonist, etc. — have more depth, be more believable, and be more memorable.

			Usually, when I talk about how to begin writing a story, I ask my students to write a biography of each of the main characters, paying special attention to their flaws or, in the case of the antagonist, her human quality. This helps to give the writer a sense of writing about real people in real situations. Then I ask them to write a short, seven-point outline of the central plot as seen from the protagonist’s point of view.

			Recently, I’ve realized that to truly motivate each supporting character, whether it’s the friend, the loved one, or the antagonist, it’s useful to write a seven-point outline of the story of each character from his or her point of view.

			Sounds like a lot of outlines, but really it’s not a lot of writing. It’s just a lot of thinking. Each outline should be less than a page. You can do that if you keep each point to two or three lines (see my book, Rewrite, A Step-by-Step Guide to Strengthen Structure, Characters, and Drama in Your Screenplay for details on the seven- point outline). So we’re talking about three or four pages of writing.

			Not everything you write in these short outlines is going to find its way into the script, just as not everything you write in the bio finds its way into the movie. But both serve to inform what does end up in the script. Here’s why: The more you know about the character, the better you will write that character.

			For example, you may never use the “ordinary life” of the antagonist in the movie, but it does help you to understand the antagonist’s motives. Why is he in opposition to your protagonist? What are his decision points? What is his turning point? What is his high point (the opposite of the protagonist’s low point)? How and why does he lose the final challenge, and, finally, what happens to him after that? Does he resume a now changed forever normal life? What would that be like? Or does he simply die?

			Your audience might not need to know all this, but you do. And if you work on that, it will express itself by creating a more believable antagonist.

			The same applies to the person who is the central emotional relationship. What does he want and why does he want it? How is she going about getting it? Don’t assume they are just the passive objects of affection for your protagonist. Pretend, for a moment, you are writing their story. Give them a life!

			All of this preparation should occur before you start, but if it didn’t, it’s a good idea to do it as part of your rewrite process. It can be done, too, for all important supporting characters (I don’t mean COP #2, but you get the picture). If you do, you will find your characters taking on new life, becoming more complex, and, especially, more interesting.

		

	
		
			Step 38

			Writing Is Rewriting. Writing Is Rewriting. Writing Is Rewriting.
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			Get the picture? Yes, of course, you know it in your heart to be right, but you hate to do it nonetheless. But a script isn’t finished until it’s finished. It’s not ready to go out until it’s ready to go out.

			So how do you know when that is?

			Most experienced writers say you reach a point where there’s nothing new you can add to the script. And while that’s good for experienced writers, what about you? (Or me, too). I know when it’s ready to go out to my first set of readers about eight drafts into it, when I can’t think of anything else to do to make it better.

			Then I send it out to some of my trusted advisors and discover that, shit, there was something(s) I could have done to make it better if only I’d have looked at it from a different point of view.

			That’s why I don’t trust my first impression of my work. Of course I think it’s genius. Or crap. Depends on my mood. If I think it’s crap, I take it through another draft. If I think it’s genius, I send it to S. or E. or M., or any of the other professionals whose opinions I trust — and who respect me enough to tell me the truth.

			Then I rewrite, again. I look at the story. I look at the characters. Are their goals in conflict in each and every scene? I look at the emotional relationship. I even look at the spelling and punctuation. And when I think I can’t do another thing to it to make it better, I send it out again. Usually not to the same writers, but to another cadre willing to put up with my bullshit and nerves and read my genius.

			I usually get knocked down another peg, so I dig into the story again, polish the dialogue, smooth the characters (or rough them up). And then ... I send it to my agent and get yet another set of notes, after which I rewrite again. My record is twenty-nine times (for a network Movie of the Week).

			When is it ever over? When the DVD comes out. When you realize there was a line of dialogue that could have been better, but it was the best you could do at that moment in time. And so you let it go and start the process over with a new script.

		

	
		
			Step 39

			Yuv Herd It’s All Before
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			Yes, what I am about to tell you you have heard before from many sources. Instructors have told you; screenwriting gurus have told you; your agent has told you. But I’m here to tell you the specifics: what looks sloppy; what looks amateurish; what looks like you just don’t give a damn. Yes, I’m talking about poof reeding your werk.

			You see what I mean? What kind of judgment would you make about me as a writer if you read just the last sentence of the previous paragraph and didn’t think it was some sort of lesson? You’d think either I was uneducated, and therefore probably incapable of writing a decent script, or you’d think I didn’t take the time to go over my work once it left my fingertips. So, would you read on if it were a script you were planning on paying, say, the WGA minimum (upwards of a hundred grand), or would you say you didn’t have time for that crap and reach for another?

			Don’t answer. You’ve been told the answer about a hundred times. And yet, I still read supposedly professionally written scripts with typos or just plain misuses. Here are some of the worst and most common offenders. If I were you, I’d make sure my six figure (or more) script did not have any of these issues before I turned it in to my agent, a producer, a manager, a star, a director, or the first assistant valet at The Ivy (you never know who can get your script into the right hands.). In the best of all possible worlds, you would have another person proofread your work.

			
					Don’t confuse possessives with plurals. It’s not, “He has ball’s.” It’s, “He has balls.” Yes, I know you know the difference, but how would I if that’s what you write? Trust me, I’ve seen it from students, grad students, and pros. I’ve even seen it on street signs. Doesn’t make it right.

					Verbs are not formed with an apostrophe before the “ s,” either. It’s not, “He walk’s the plank.” You know the rest.

					Group nouns in the United States (not in other former British colonies) take singular verb forms. Doesn’t matter that what follows is a prepositional phrase containing a plural noun. It’s not, “A herd of horses run by my house every day.” It’s, “A herd of horses runs by my house.” Horses is not the subject of that sentence. It is part of the propositional phrase describing what kind of herd it is. All bets are off if you’re an Aussie or a Brit.

					Do you know the difference between “it’s” and “its?” Of course you do. Then use them correctly.

					Do you know the difference between “lay” and “lie?” Of course you don’t. Look them up. Your high school English teacher was probably the last person you knew who knew the difference. To be technical: Lay is a transitive verb; lie is an intransitive verb. If words are your trade, you should know the difference, but I’ll assume you don’t. A transitive verb takes an object: “ I threw the ball.” And intransitive verb does not: “The fruit rots slowly.” To be clear: I lie down. I lay the pencil down. What’s more confusing is that the past tense of lie is lay. Read up on it and get over it.

					Okay, you know this one for sure: there, their, and they’re. If you know the difference, please be aware. If you don’t, study up.

					When should you use less or fewer? Less is for a quantity that is not numbered. “He uses less hair goo than I do.” Fewer is for things that can be counted. “Michael has fewer bottles of wine in his cellar than I have in my refrigerator.”

					When should you use a semi-colon and when should you use a comma? Mostly, you shouldn’t use a semi-colon. Readers don’t like semi-colons because they don’t know how to use them either (ask one). Write short, declarative sentences in action paragraphs and avoid the problem. If you must use semi-colons, use them only in description and never in dialogue. Use commas and periods to pace a reader through the dialogue. Read it out loud. Where is the pause short and where is it longer? Then take the advice of the editor at my first writing job (a daily news service): “When in doubt, leave it out.”

					Here’s the toughest one. When should you capitalize mom or dad, or uncle or cousin? The safe way to go is to use lower case it if it has a modifier: “My mom.” “His old dad.” There are exceptions: My Uncle Charlie. Super Mom. But that’s when mom is part of the name. (As in “Super Mom beat up the principal,” but not in “My super mom beat up the principal.”) If you use mom as a name as in, “Joey admitted to Mom that he stole the pot.” then Mom is capitalized because it becomes a proper noun. If you write, “Joey admitted to his mom that he stole the pot,” then mom is not capitalized because it’s not a proper noun.

					Okay, the even more toughest one (And don’t use a comparative with a superlative in anything but dialogue, except if you’re me.) — Where do you put the quotation marks (and don’t use apostrophes instead unless it’s a quote within a quote)? Nine times out of ten you put the marks after the punctuation. For example: Joey said, “Mom, I really didn’t mean to steal the pot.” On the other hand, if the quotation is not part of the question itself but an excerpt from something that figures in the sentence, you can write: Why does he always have to just “get along”? (I’d better go check that.) ( I did, using the AP’s stylebook: “The period and the comma always go within the quotation marks. The dash, the semicolon, the question mark and the exclamation point go within the quotation marks when they apply to the quoted matter only. They go outside when they apply to the whole sentence.”)

					When do you say “I better” as opposed to “I’d better”? Only in dialogue when you’re showing the education and class of the speaker. In description, the phrase is a contraction of “I had better.” Better is not a verb.

					When do you do say, “I’d of thought it was right”? Never. Unless, of course, it’s in dialogue. Otherwise, it’s, “I’d’ve (short for “I would have.” Not, “I would of.”) thought I was right.”

			

			These are by no means all the mistakes I see on a daily basis, just the most common. These issues may not seem important to you when you’re writing the next great blockbuster, and you may be right. However, they may matter to the person who is reading it. Think about it for a second. You’d expect a doctor to know if he should use a curved or a straight needle, right? Yes, you could probably sew up that cut with a straight needle (we’ve seen it done in movies), but would you feel more confident if she knew her tools and used them correctly instead of haphazardly?

			Some mistakes are just the result of sloppy proofreading. Okay, fine. You can fix that with another pass through the script. When you come to something that doesn’t look right , and you don’t know why, stop and look it up. Your readers, all of them, will be glad you did.

			Confused? Read The Elements of Style, by Strunk and White, or Write Right!, by Jan Venolia. Good indexed guides include The Gregg Reference Manual, 10th edition (William B. Sabin) and A Writer’s Reference, 6th edition (Diana Hacker) for fast answers. You’re a pro, or want to be. Right like one. (A joke, okay?)

		

	
		
			The Final Step

			Yours to Take

			Of course, there are many more than 39 steps to climb on your way up, but they are all doable if you want to do them and make writing part of your everyday life. Reading 39 Steps might give you some ideas on how to approach what you’re already working on or what you’d like to work on. I can’t tell you if your story is good or bad, worthy of production or not, or viable in the open market. I can’t tell you that reading this book will make you a success. I can tell you that it will make you a better writer because you’ll be thinking about your own writing and how to improve it with every chapter you read.

			Then, it’s up to you to make the changes you’ve discovered. It’s up to you to sit down and write. And then it’s up to you to mention my name when you receive your Emmy or Oscar. No need, though, to name your children after me. Your success is enough for me. Now put this down and write.
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Help me! I'm stuck in an amateur script, and
can’t get out.
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INT. PAUL’'S OFFICE — DAY

Paul bangs away at his keyboard trying to express his an-
guish. He stops, picks up the handset of his phone and
punches in a number.

PAUL
(into phone)
Hi, Wendy. It’s Paul for Barbara.

Paul taps his fingers to an imaginary rhythm. Then ...

BARBARA (V.O.)
(filtered)
Hey, Paul.

PAUL
Hi, Barbara.

BARBARA (V.O.)
(filtered)
Paul! I was just reading your book. Great ideas
here. I want all my writers to get a copy.

PAUL
Done. But I'm really calling about that lunch you
were supposed to set up with Moonves.
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INT. PAUL’'S OFFICE — DAY

Paul bangs away at his keyboard trying to express his an-
guish. He stops, picks up the handset of his phone and
punches in a number.

PAUL
(into phone)
Hi, Wendy. It’s Paul for Barbara.

Paul taps his fingers to an imaginary rhythm. Then ...
INTERCUT WITH:
INT. HIS AGENT'S OFFICE — DAY

BARBARA, well preserved, reads a paperback book called
REWRITE.

ASSISTANT (O.S.)
Barbara, it’s Paul on line 2.

BARBARA
I can’'t believe he called me. He never calls me.

She grabs the phone.

BARBARA
(into phone)
Hey, Paul.
PAUL
Hi, Barbara.
BARBARA

Paul! I was just reading your book. Great ideas
here. I want all my writers to get a copy.

PAUL
Done. But I'm really calling about that lunch you
were supposed to set up with Moonves.
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