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Foreword
 
You have come here to read about how cinematic romantic stories work. Long ago I researched those very concepts so I could authoritatively write credible romantic screenplays. I learned many insights into relationship storytelling over a long period. I did not encounter them all at once. Now, I want to share my discoveries with you.
Romantic Screenplays 101 grew out of my teaching many on-site and on-line classes by that title. I presented material arranged in logical progression for the seminar attendees. After teaching “Intro to Screenwriting” in so many one-day seminars, I discovered writers in general did not understand the unique expectations of the romance audience. I knew I had to dig deep into all my resources of romance fiction to meld that genre’s story and character concepts into a cohesive discussion suitable for screenplay translation. I had been applying my knowledge of relationship storytelling for some time without specific step-by-step awareness. Constructing the romance course gave my own work more focus, more in-depth meaning. That motivation to explain what works and what doesn’t grew into a desire to spread the word to people trying to write romantic cinematic stories.
Truthfully, no people are as obsessive about the elements of this genre as the members of Romance Writers of America. RWA is comprised of the published and hoping-to-publish writers producing stories for devout aficionados of the happily-ever-after crowd. Those readers have pushed romance sales to greater than 50% of the mass paperback market year after year. The members of RWA evolved seminars and programs to explain how the relationship game works, or, rather, how to describe its many intricacies and nuances. Since the early 1990’s, thousands upon thousands have flocked to the annual conferences and attended chapter meetings all over this country and abroad to listen and learn. From 1991 into 2009, I was one of the hopeful-then-published writers of that organization. I am profoundly grateful for all the information I absorbed, as well as the practical concepts I discovered on my own. I have accumulated a small library of books on male-female communication, problem solving and sexuality. All have contributed to the material you will find here.
The psychology and subtle details of fictional romance are particularly fascinating. As a female health care professional (Critical Care/ER R.N.), the body language lessons and relationship rationale RWA folks and various researchers have presented made total sense.
Here’s a generalization: I concluded most males don’t get the nuances and ramifications of a romance. (There are always exceptions.) This seems another example of “Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus”. Over the years I have encountered many males and uneducated females denigrating the romance genre for a variety of reasons. In some cases, criticism stemmed from women who read two or three romances which were poorly written. They did not bother to investigate the best of the best examples or the extensive sub-genres. Some male and female critics have gone so far as to call the genre a form of pornography . . . without knowledge of the scope of the genre.
Most women haven’t cared if the non-fans criticized romance because they did get it. Those females wrote romance, bought, read, clamored for more and continue to do so. The demographics of avid romance supporters spread to all levels of education, professions, ages and, yes, genders. Relationship stories evolved in every other genre/category of fiction, creating unique concepts of expectations in those romance sub-genres. I concluded that a substantial number of readers and writers are hungry for relationship stories.
People who have analyzed all the aspects of romance from primal sexuality to the life-cycle roller-coaster have provided a mountain of material one can study. I wallowed in it. I became an avid fan, appreciating the skills of those RWA authors who titillate at various descriptive levels and continue to attract readers. Writing both novels and screenplays, I considered how movie goers might explain what they understand to those who don’t get it. Melding my print and cinematic areas of knowledge just made sense.
There are many courses and materials about writing romantic fiction by people experienced in that genre. Here I present my take on how those print concepts work on screen.
I am not an instructor who “talks the talk, but can’t walk the walk.” I can’t be described as someone who teaches because I can’t do the work. I use the principles I am about to explain to you every time I sit down to write a romantic screenplay, every time I want to portray a cinematic relationship story. Fundamentals never get outdated. They are what they are: essential to the storytelling process.
As you accumulate information about romantic screenplays and consider how to apply it, I urge you to think hard about the suggested exercises. Review deepens the neurological grooves of a thought, making it easier to recall by connecting faster. Merely skimming the material will not deepen the gray matter grooves. You are asked to concentrate to get the full benefit.When you apply the concepts to the exercises, you are making even more complex connections thus reinforcing the knowledge with skillful application.
That Read-Review-Apply process is a well-proven learning theory in the discipline of education.
Do not assume just because you can watch a romantic film that you can also write a screenplay for one. The first directive is: Learn your craft.
If you are totally new to screenwriting, you may find some of my terminology similar to a foreign language. Do not be frustrated. Simply invest in some of the fundamental screenwriting textbooks from this list . . .
 
Book Recommendations
Intro to Screenwriting, Sally J. Walker
(A succinct, fundamental walk-through of the basics)
 
The Idiot’s Guide to Screenwriting, Skip Press (A fundamentals-type text with lots of insider questions answered)
 
The Writer’s Journey, Christopher Vogler (A storytelling construct applying Joseph Campbell’s concepts)
 
Screenplay, Foundations of Screenwriting, Syd Field (Another fundamentals-type textbook)
 
The Screenwriter’s Workbook, Syd Field (An applications-type textbook)
 
The Art or Dramatic Writing, Lajos Egri (A fundamentals concept book for stage & film writers)
 
The 1-3-5 Story Structure System, Donna Michelle Anderson 
(A little handbook written by a Studio Reader applying BASICS) (http://www.movieinabox.com/135/)
 
Others (in progressively more complex-concept order):
Screenwriting 434, Lew Hunter
Save the Cat, Blake Snyder
Making the Good Script Great, Linda Seger (And any other Seger books...)
Stealing Fire from the Gods, James Bonnet
Writing Screenplays that Sell, Michael Hauge
Story, Robert McKee
The Anatomy of Story, John Truby
Writing for Emotional Impact, Karl Iglesias
Screenwriting Secrets in Genre Film, Sally J. Walker



 
Chapter 1
Fundamental Concepts
 
ROMANCE OR NOT?
* Is your story a romance or does it have romantic elements vital to the main plot?
* Do you even like orchestrating romances?
* Are these two people unique enough to captivate the studio reader and an audience for long periods of time?
Those are three vital questions you need to answer at the very beginning. If you do not understand the romance genre and its aficionados and/or if you do not feel highly motivated to write this romantic story, your efforts will produce a flat result, usually full of stereotypes and predictability. If you are not emotionally invested in the couple’s journey, your lack of enthusiasm will be obvious.
Almost every human being has a direct connection with romantic relationships simply by being alive. The term “almost” makes allowances for in vitro fertilization. However, this book is not about the mechanics of procreation. It is about storytelling focused on the elemental need to love and be loved. It is about the experience of the evolution of a relationship, the giving and receiving of acceptance and appreciation. It matters not if the two people are heterosexual or homosexual. It only matters that they recognize the need to live with and for the other person.
The journey to that commitment must not be smooth, just as the life journey after commitment will not be perfect. For any romantic storytelling to be enthralling, the before-during-after journey of any couple must be filled with anxiety. There must be obstacles for both parties, with a legitimate struggle to accept and ultimately become one unit against the world. There can be no happy-people-of-the-happy-village. Effort must be exerted to win the heart and soul of the beloved in the midst of whatever life is throwing at the couple.
Even the most cynical of humans can acknowledge the underlying elements needed for this kind of interesting story material. For the romantic screenplay to work it must follow a series of events that visually demonstrate conflict created by the attraction. Whether the romance is the main plot or a subplot complicating the main plot, the writer has to rely on visual evidence, body language signaling and dialogue to make the romantic journey complex and interesting for the audience. That audience has to be constantly asking “How can they possibly become a couple?” The answer must be withheld until the most tension-filled moment in the story. Because it is a romance, the audience knows they will but must be fascinated with how they get there.
Characters who “pop” on film are inherently dramatic (as explained in Appendix A’s Character Profiling material), which means the essential personality of the cinematic characters will make things happen. They can’t help themselves. They are not passive. Each of the main characters—Hero, Heroine, Antagonist—has to shake up the status quo of each and every scene they appear in. They must be highly motivated and visually powerful. The romantic partners also need to demonstrate a gradual blossoming of even more intensity as they are empowered by their own mounting frustrations and the discovery of the needs of their beloved. The story’s setting and circumstance need to frame or present the relationship, both contributing to the story’s complications and challenging the writer-reader-audience. The relationship must be molded by the events.
 Not every story has to have a romantic relationship. In the late Rosemary Sutcliff’s novel THE EAGLE, she wove in a relationship subplot. It added aura and an anchor to the suffering of the Protagonist. Since Sutcliff wrote action-adventure for the Young Adult market, the relationship did not contribute significantly to the main plot. When Jeremy Brock adapted the story to a screenplay (movie released in 2011), he focused on the adventure and the male-bonding conflict between the Protagonist and his slave as they experienced the epic quest. The power of the story would have been diminished if Sutcliff’s subplot romance had been inserted.
So, You-the-Writer must examine the events and characters of your story to know if you even have a complex romance that will sustain the concern of the audience for two hours. Then you have to be truly enthralled to even want to tell this story.
 
DO YOU ALREADY UNDERSTAND SCREENPLAY FUNDAMENTALS?
Tackling the specialized genre of romance in the discipline of film implies that you come already versed in writing screenplays. You know the craft, jargon and format of screenwriting.
If not, then you need to back-track to the essentials of Character Profiling (available in Appendix A) and plotting with a Story Paradigm (available in Appendix B). Romantic characters will be addressed in Chapter 4 and romantic plotting in Chapter 6. Both subjects are examined in overview fashion in my book Intro to Screenwriting. The requirements of character profiling along with paradigm planning and pacing in cinema are different from novel writing. You cannot craft a marketable cinematic story in the proper format without understanding what the professional film-makers expect of the screenwriter. Novels are written with lots of freedom. Screenplays have definitive restrictions understood by the time-and-money conscious film makers.
Read the many recommended resources listed in the Foreword. Commit story-building concepts to your soul as explained by Syd Field, Chris Vogler, Lew Hunter, John Truby, Michael Hauge, and so on. Understand the basic Paradigm outline that is detailed, because this book will build on that fundamental, indicating the pacing or signposts of the relationship evolution. Film makers expect the events of the story to progress in this manner. They know how to create and deliver a satisfying cinematic story. Their concepts have proven true since the first silent films. You either learn how to work with them in writing a screenplay or go back to writing novels.
At first the Paradigm may seem cumbersome, asking for many things at once, but the more you work with it in all of your storytelling, the easier it will become. All of the referenced books look at the page limits and story structure needed for cinematic storytelling. Each breaks the process down according to the author’s own insights. One is not more accurate or used more often than any other. The majority of their concepts are interchangeable and a matter of semantics. Do not be intimidated by the vastness of these approaches.
 The key concept is to incorporate what works for you into your story organization, as long as you are hitting the signposts that progress the story forward and depicting the required elements. Some people have enlarged the paradigm to poster size and laminated it to use like a wet board. Others have created programs that have pages for each portion of the paradigm. Those writers feel overwhelmed by the visual of the entire paradigm and work better in increments. Some have a file folder full of printed copies of paradigm. A copy is taken out for each story, be it a short story, a children’s book, a novel or a screenplay. These writers use itty-bitty pencil print to gradually fill it in once the over-all structure or plot is figured out. They like to keep the whole evolving story in front of them as they write. Some people use index cards they can shift around and even color code according to character or subplot sequencing. Both software programs of Final Draft and Movie Magic’s Screenwriter have a similar Scene Card system as one of their tools.
Taking the paradigm planning one step further is the Beat Sheet or Step-Outline listing the 36-48 essential Scenes of the story. Each scene is described in a succinct sentence or two. Remember that a screenplay is only 97-120 pages with 100 pages for a Spec Script (script written on speculation that someone will buy it and make it into a film). That means each number with its summary sentence will cover approximately 2-3 pages of the actual script. If you are still puzzled, open up the little folder included with a movie’s DVD. You will find a list of the scenes on the DVD. This is the film makers rudimentary Step Outline. Each scene grouping covers only 2-3 minutes of screen time. That translates to 2-3 pages of the script.
The paradigm gives the writer the whole picture of story progression with the necessary signposts designated. The Step Outline or Beat Sheet summarizes the scenes needed to fill out the spaces on the Paradigm.
All that detailed pre-planning is necessary before you write the screenplay because film makers do not want to waste production time on a multitude of unnecessary scenes. They want to film only those scenes essential to moving the story from Beginning’s Set-up through the complications of the Middle to get to the Ending’s Resolution. Tight screenplays are more likely to get bought and made than haphazard stories filled with novelistic details and subplot side trips.
 The point is not to get scattered. Try one process, work with it, then maybe incorporate something else . . . until you find the match to your creative process.  There is no right or wrong. Any of the above techniques simply allow you 1) to identify when something isn’t working, 2) to stay on track or identify when you’ve missed something and 3) to identify exactly where you need to revise more efficiently.
Character Profiling for film is another unique matter. Romantic characters will be addressed in Chapter 4.
 
SPECIFICALLY ROMANCE
Both fiction and the film industry categorize the subject matter of their products for one reason: consumer expectations. So, what does an audience expect of a romantic screenplay? Both male and female audience members expect a relationship story. The difference is that men expect physical responses between the couple and females expect a commitment. Tongue-in-cheek, this can be simplified to “Men just need a place; women need a reason.”
The bottom line is that both sides of the equation want to see a story about a satisfying relationship. The term “satisfying” initially has different levels of meaning for the two genders in this context. Yes, males like to see a story that has one woman committed to her man (because that goes back to the primal territorial instincts). However, they are more interested in the male demonstration of his manliness and sexual prowess than in all the touchy-feely softening of the male beast to the feminine wiles of the female. Men want to see the action of the man proving himself worthy.
Women want to see the gradual evolution of the male surrendering to his emotional need for this one woman. Most women are attracted to confident males who need convincing rather than the easily manipulated male. From the woman’s point-of-view this can be defined as “The male-female unit struggles through life’s changing saga until the female (intentionally or unintentionally) transforms the male’s awareness of her value to him.” Women identify with the element of female empowerment in romantic stories. Most women want a degree of control over their own lives, yet want mates who are confident in their own skins.
Even in the prehistoric times, the female nest-builders had to feel confident that they could problem-solve the stresses in their lives. Through the era of women-as-chattel who had to follow the dictates of the males in their lives, females still had to make behavior and thought choices. Their perception of options may have been limited, but they still made choices. A female’s essential humanity sought value and respect. Nothing has changed in the 21st century. The evolution of the relationship needs to make the woman more than she was before. As was said in JERRY MAGUIRE “You complete me.” A guy in the audience may have groaned when Jerry (Tom Cruise) said this, but every woman got it! With that line, the female succeeded! She was complete as well because he needed her!
Note to any discomfited males: Here’s the generalization. Women are inherently nest-builders seeking a mate to create family, whereas males may desire the security of a relationship but are more concerned about the world, not the nest. They seek the challenge of spreading it around, attracting as many females as possible . . . as a side-line hobby, not as a vocation. The human male is about survival (jeopardy), whereas the female is about assuring the continuation of the species (consequences of sex). That’s the lowest common denominator in our biology, not a stereotyping, merely a biological imperative.
 
IS CONFLICT IN ROMANCE A BATTLE OF THE SEXES?
The simple answer is “No.” More often the characters are experiencing an internal battle of what each wants to do within the framework of their circumstance. Each is resisting the change demanded by the attraction to this other person. There has to be resistance or angst by one or both parties or there is no conflict. No conflict means no story. The internalization can be explained in a novel but in cinema it has to be demonstrated by facial expressions, body language and dialogue’s diction and syntax. The internal struggle has to bleed over into the choices and consequences the audience sees the characters making.
Additionally, you want the kind of conflict that will throw the two parties together and make the pheromones fly as they struggle with the everyday life demands. Plot out the evolution of the relationship and their acting upon the attraction then curl the controversy and opposition around their attraction and awareness of one another.
 Look at SLEEPLESS IN SEATTLE. Both Tom Hanks in Seattle and Meg Ryan in Baltimore were constantly thinking about one another! The promise of a relationship came back again and again until they had to meet to figure out if the other was actually their life partner. This was inferred, certainly not acted upon at the top of the Empire State Building, just as happened in AN AFFAIR TO REMEMBER, the model for the ending of SLEEPLESS.
 
A ROMANCE CHALLENGE
Many who want to write romantic screenplays are already addicted to the romance genre via novels. Romance readers are credited with being voracious readers. You, in turn, need to be an obsessive student of romantic films.
Watch as many films with a primary or secondary romance as possible. After finishing this book, go back and watch each a second time to see if you identified the signposts and the beats, as well as to consider if you missed anything. You should see nuances and signals you were not aware of the first time around. (Note: There is a list in Appendix C that will continue to grow as the film industry continues to release romantic films.)
Remember, a film need not be a story with the main plot focused on the romantic relationship. The romance could be a subplot contributing to the complications of the main plot. The two requirements of a cinematic romance are that 1) the relationship evolves because of the main plot and 2) the couple needs to advance through the various relationship stages toward commitment in the end. Whether the relationship is the main plot or the subplot the key is that the pair will be committed to be a couple in the end.
 
REQUIRED ELEMENTS OF A ROMANCE
1. Motivated character-driven, not complex plot-driven story . . .
A highly motivated character is an intense character, a role that appeals to the really talented, dynamic actors, those A-List actors. These characters are the ones who do not just let life happen to them; they make it happen. They are inherently dramatic. That means they are not watchers but doers.
One of the major characters will arc or change internally in the course of a character-driven movie. In a romance this can be either the male or the female and the change will be because of the relationship! (This will be explained more when the cast itself is addressed in Chapter 4).
Character-driven stories are perpetually focused on the words of the dialogue and the consequences demanded from those speeches. The dialogue in a character-driven story is compact, multilayered and demands gut-deep intensity from the actor. In a character-driven plot, the dialogue so enthralls the director that he / she naturally focuses on motivating the actor’s facial expressions and body language.
The only time a screenwriter needs to describe either facial expression or body language / positioning is if a contrast is intended rather than the natural nuance of the dialogue. For example, a speech is excruciatingly polite but the tone needs to be sarcastic. A screenwriter’s job is to write dynamite dialogue that stimulates the actor and the director to live their jobs with concentrated excitement.
Plot-driven stories are based on events and how the characters react to them, all for the sake of engaging the reader / audience in the experience. Think of historical renderings, police procedurals or James Bond movies. Yes, characters can cause events to happen, but the events themselves are the focus of the story. A romance is about the people, not the events they move through.
2. Predictable structure of meeting, misunderstanding, separation, commitment
Several of the UCLA Film Department faculty often quote: “No one wants to see the story of the-happy-people-in-the-happy-village.” In a romance that translates to 1) introducing the characters to establish the attraction, 2) creating an opposition which can be either external or internal but plays off character history and personality and sets them at odds, 3) pushing the couple apart despite the attraction with the implication that they are overwhelmed by circumstance to make the relationship work, then 4) forcing them back together with the realization that satisfaction in life can only be achieved with this mate.
It doesn’t matter that this structure is predictable! That is the required expectation of the genre or category. If this structure is violated in a supposed romantic screenplay, it is reduced to being merely a love or lust story like SOMERSBY or THE BRIDGES OF MADISON COUNTY. A successful chick-flick romance ends with the couple living together into the happily ever after. Knowing that will be the ending means the audience wants to know how the characters overcome the misunderstanding and separation to get to that commitment.
Some people have a difficult time grasping what separation means in the couple’s experience. Separation has to be an element that threatens the relationship. It is a torn-asunder wrenching that discomfits the audience and hurts the two parties . . . even if only for a moment. That threat creates the angst however it is played. Think of SOMEWHERE IN TIME, OUT OF AFRICA, AN AFFAIR TO REMEMBER and on and on. The audience has to care as much as the two lovers. What moment creates the greatest angst of never seeing one another again for your two people? Answer that and you have your moment of separation.
3. Consistent expression of emotional impact and angst . . . This element of romance in screenplays takes quite a bit of work because the screenwriter cannot describe every nuance. That interpretation is the realm of the actor and the director. So, you must carefully write dialogue that demonstrates the emotions and angst of the characters without being melodramatic or maudlin.
Every speech must be absolutely essential to moving the story forward, yet not explain everything. Explaining is called on-the-nose. It is a blatant telling
rather than showing. If story progression can be accomplished by the narrative’s action, that will create the preferable “movie, not a talkie.” Is that contradictory to the importance of dialogue? No. Your economy of dialogue in each and every speech must use words that depict character mindset and purpose with word choices and phrasing unique to this character’s history, education, training. Angry speeches are not verbose or detailed whereas seductive speeches are slow and sensually suggestive. Males tend to speak succinctly, whereas females explain the setup to get to their point (unless they are trying to be secretive and manipulative). Fear produces tentative questions or statements. Demands are abrupt and confrontational. Education may have sublimated regional or cultural class idioms (like favored obscenities), but intense anxiety can pop them out of a character’s mouth.
Actors (and their agents) will highlight just one character’s dialogue throughout a script. That practice has a two-fold purpose: 1) So they can practice the speeches and see if they connect with the part and 2) to evaluate how many scenes or how much of the story they appear in (which will translate to the amount they expect to be paid for the part). As a screenwriter, you need to be aware of this and do the same thing for each character. This is also the easy way to analyze the consistency of the speech patterns, word choices and evolution of the emotional character you created.
4. Balance of time/pages between male and female leads . . . Every page of a standard formatted script equals one minute of screen time. As just stated, actors highlight their speeches to calculate how much screen time they will get. At this time in the 21st century it is expected that the male and the female leads will get a fairly equal amount of screen time in any romantic film. You need to evaluate the logical back-and-forth scenes between what is happening in the separate lives of the two main characters. You will not maintain audience interest if you abandon one too long. You want to hold the interest and concerned anxiety of the audience in their vicarious experience with the characters.
5. ALL subplots/minor characters/environment must impact the relationship . . . In a character-driven screenplay about a relationship it should be relatively simple to exclude the inconsequential and include the relative. Yes, the male lead may have a large family of dictatorial females but if that family dynamic is not going to create a scene in this story, forget it. Yes, the female may have suffered one job loss after another and is financially strapped, but it is not necessary to specifically mention that unless it impacts the relationship. Is the season of the year or the specific locale of the story relevant to the relationship? Think about SLEEPLESS IN SEATTLE. In THE MIRROR HAS TWO FACES, the flow of the academic year at the university impacted roles and activities. Sometimes writers get so caught up in the profiles or extensive histories they created for their characters that they forget to be exclusive. The economy of a screenplay demands that you ignore and exclude. Yes, you have to establish logical motivation but concentrate only on those people, those elements that will impact the relationship!
6. Feature film and TV movies require LOVE scenes, not SEX scenes . . . First, the level of titillation in skin-to-skin scenes is dictated by your anticipated market. Secondly, you can summarize and leave the ultimate choreography to the director and the actors. The one thing you have to do is set-up, set-up, set-up. People do not randomly throw themselves at one another in current storytelling, unless the film is intended for the erotic, X-rated adult film industry. That industry appeals to males more interested in the action and not the emotions of the characters.
In a romantic film, physical commitment is an evolutionary consequence of visual communication. The couple has to maintain eye contact and read the invitation and acceptance. The primping and posturing can be subtle or blatant. The gradual invasion of personal space has to be allowed. And so on. Screenwriters can choreograph this build up to contact. They can even spread out the signaling through several scenes to add to the character (and audience) tension and anticipation. The caring, not the lust, between the partners is the primary consideration. And the consequence of the mating is the commitment, whether immediate or in the end. Thus the sex scene is translated into a love scene. A contrast example of this happened in the two separate hotel rooms in FRENCH KISS. Culmination of the sex act was not possible because neither of the couples truly cared about their partner. Their love and commitment was invested elsewhere. When they recognized that missing element, the sexual activity halted.
 
WRITING TO THE STUDIO READER OR THE AUDIENCE?
Writing Spec Scripts (again those written on speculation that have not been contracted but are going to be pitched to people who can get them produced) means you are initially writing to prove yourself to these buyers. You have to get by a studio/agency reader before it will ever make it to an agent-producer-director-actor-or-paying audience.  Like novel writing, you have to write to entertain that reader . . . but you have to write to the format, the medium and the budget that the highly respected reader understands and is looking for.
 
Format = Standard Screenplay Format
 
Medium = Feature film of 90-120 pages or TV exactly 108 pages written in segments of 7-8 minute breaks (for commercials even if written as a cable movie since they think re-distribution in the future).
 
Budget = Low (limited cast, limited & easily accessible locations, few to no special effects or stunts), Medium (requiring 1-2 investors usually for location, costuming, props, minimal special effects), High (requiring 3-10 investors including a major studio with multiple locations & complex special effects as well as high-end/A-List actors)
 
And, yes, you can be asked to place your movie in these categories. On a typical reader’s evaluation form they have boxes to check covering these considerations. If that reader is not entertained and intrigued you will get a Pass-Pass, meaning pass on the script and pass on the writer. Donna Michelle Anderson’s The 1-3-5 Story Structure mentioned in the Foreword carefully explains exactly what a studio reader looks for.
So, how much should all these concepts impact your writing? First and foremost, just like with a novel, get the screenplay written then revise with these concepts in mind. You market to those studios or agencies known for your type of story with the understanding that all screenwriting is a crap shoot! You improve your chances of connecting with someone somewhere if you create the very best one you can. 
 Writing screenplays must be a joy, not torture. Why? When the writer is enthralled with the effort, the writing, the plot and the characters will be rendered with an innate power. Forcing a story the writer does not enjoy will create an undertone of impatience and disbelief. Some people find it very easy to write screenplays because they write visually to begin with. Others struggle. That kind of resistance will be reflected in the power of the script, the nuance of the writer’s excitement and energy. The enjoyment of the writing is a contagious abstraction that subtly flows into the screenplay or novel. The structure, the format, the entire process must translate to and stimulate the reader, especially in screenwriting! If you don’t entrance that reader, that script will never make it into production.
So do you write to deliberately entice and entertain the industry reader? Of course! Write to entertain whoever is reading it. That screenplay is only a blueprint that must be so good that it excites the imagination of many other film disciplines . . . after the reader gives it a Recommend-Recommend, so it will be passed on for further evaluation. One reader of a screenplay does not a sale make!
 
ROMANTIC SCREENPLAYS Chapter 1 Exercises
Note: If you are thinking of adapting your romance novel to the screen, you can begin honing in on essential elements with these exercises.
 
Exercise 1a: Answer these questions . . .
 
1) What is the female’s Tangible Objective in your story? What concrete, realistic thing does she want that is driving her at the outset of the story?
 
Note: The word “tangible” means something that can be evaluated via the senses. Not abstract, not a value or concept, but REAL. “Purpose for being alive” is a concept though it could be measured in tangibles. Think about it. Think about your character. What thing would make her feel alive, the verifiable proven thing that could be experienced and described through the five senses?
 
2) What is the male’s Tangible Objective?
 
3) List minimum of five ways these two objectives could create conflict between the two.
 
Exercise 1b: List ten (minimum) obstacles these two people could encounter in the evolution of their relationship, then pick the one antagonistic element that is as strong as if not stronger than either or both of the main characters.
 
Exercise 1c: List the female lead’s influential friends and subplots or various life agendas that could be going on throughout this story. (We will use these in Chapter 4). Now, do the same for the male lead.



 
Chapter 2
A Romantic Log Line
 
Using the logic of starting simple, you must look to your log line first. This is the sentence that focuses your attention and introduces others to your story. That one sentence of 25 words or less tells the story that is essential to both the mental and the written process. Why?
 Saying the story in one sentence focuses the writer on the bare bones framework of this story, thus automatically eliminating other concepts. The log line identifies the main character, the story’s driving force and the main obstacle (or antagonist) to be overcome. It depicts the uniqueness of this story. Cut and dried, to the point, the log line is simply “What” the story is about. However, it cannot be a boring sentence. You want nouns, qualifiers and action verbs that deliver layers of potential action, a cascade of thought-associated images. It must explode with powerful innuendo that will suck the reader/audience in and make them want to know exactly what goes on in the detailed story, what happens to the characters, how they live the adventure.
 Essentially, a log line delivers the outline of the story’s essence.  When someone asks you “What is your book (screenplay) about?” this is the succinct sentence you tell them.  The majority of the people who will ask you are merely being polite, so here’s a key point: If the listener is intrigued or curious, they will ask you for more information. If not, either your story holds no appeal to that individual or he/she isn’t really interested anyway.
 Let’s assume your single sentence told of a story that does not appeal to this person. Is it the story itself or the person’s tastes? If it is the story itself then you need to rethink your sentence.
 Always ask yourself how your story is different from others in the same category. You can practice by writing a log line for five or more stories of one type such as military romantic suspense or Regency marriage of convenience or Scottish bridal kidnapping or serial murderer defying police or rich man-poor girl rescues or . . . You get the idea. Pick several books or movies of the same type and write a log line for each. Don’t dwell on the words you choose. Write the log lines quickly. How similar are they? Why? Because they deal with similar or stereotypical characterizations or plot lines?
 Now, think about your story. You have to make your story different, fresh, enthralling. If you don’t feel that way about your story, how will you get someone else to want to read it? Your difference will begin with a powerful log line.
 
Step One: Identify Character Role
Names of characters do not create images in the reader’s mind, but roles do. Think of a name as the identity of the character to the rest of the world, but the underlying power of the character is what he or she is doing in the world. Names can be changed, but that innate power demanded by various roles will not change.
All of us have many roles in our lives: Child, Sibling, Spouse, Parent, Friend, Employee, Professional Engineer, Home Owner, Church Member, Writer, Poet, Screenwriter, Dancer, Gym Member, Horse Owner, on and on with each of us obviously making different lists. Each of those roles has its own agenda or tasks, concerns, business/activities that are important only to that role. In reality, each role is its own life. Of course, some bleed over into other roles, influencing actions and choices–like becoming a parent influences spousal expectations or a boss’s demands of overtime makes the bowling team mad or paying for a hospital bill means not repainting the house this year which could in turn send the neighbor into an angry outburst—but our daily lives are moments lived in each of these roles. A story grows out of the drama of those moments.
What is the dominant role in your main character’s life that is in the camera’s eye for the majority of the story? What is the role central to this story with all other roles subordinate or influenced by the demands of that role? Is it a working mom, a deployed marine, an accountant?
 
Step Two: Dominant Personality Factor
The underlying, driving force of a personality is what allows each of us to tackle the big challenges of our lives. And sometimes only our internalized self is aware of that power lurking within. Only when we are forced will that deep characteristic evolve to its fullest. That is what You-the-Writer need to yank out of a character and put to work to meet the life-changing challenge in your story. That is the characteristic you will plug into your log line.
Like multiple life-roles, each of us has an array of personality traits, sometimes relevant only to particular roles, some hidden deep in the essence of our mental lives and others shown every day by our actions, choices, words. All of those traits are essential to who we are as individuals. They categorize our personality type to psychologists. Storytellers evolve into amateur psychologists as we analyze and depict our make-believe characters. You-the-Writer must carefully consider your character profile and select the dominant characteristic that will energize the main character throughout your story.
Pick that one personality factor that will be vital to the character enduring and succeeding, even if the trait is a perpetual problem to be overcome. Create a log line using that qualifying trait tacked onto the life role. The combination should evoke images and possibilities for story complications. 
“A callous Southern playboy.....”
“A haunted, introverted librarian....”
“A brilliant but ignored daughter...”
“A frigid female heart surgeon...”
“A ridiculously happy family man...”
 
Still not sure of how to describe your main character? Make a list of five positive and five negative personality characteristics you have. Now, pick one that your family will agree on and another that your close friends will agree on. How many of your mere acquaintances are aware of both of these? Which “face” do you show the real world? What secret personality trait do you harbor, waiting for the right moment, the right opportunity to use? Consider the power within your main character that will be called up throughout the story.
Avoid using more than one trait in your log line. One is enough. Choose the one that will visually communicate the power that will drive the story.
 
Step Three: Identify Motivating Circumstance/Adventure
What is the situation or New Life the character is thrown into? In the Hero’s Journey construct this is something not normally sought. It is a change that demands more effort, a challenge to who this person is.
In category or genre fiction a writer is tempted to insert the situation common to the genre or sub genre. Resist the urge. Instead, identify what makes your story circumstance unique from every other romance or fantasy or mystery. This directive implies that you have read a lot in your genre and know common storylines.
Yes, it is essential to create a log line in the spirit of your genre. In the same vein, be absolutely, 100% certain yours is unique to your story and not a cookie cutter that could be applied to any other Regency, any other paranormal, any other Navy SEAL romantic suspense . . .
 
Step Four: Identify the Opposition to be Overcome
Here is the point you introduce the truly unexpected twist or irony contrasting with the personality trait and role. Of course, it must be logical to the circumstance and genre. Primarily it has to be wildly evocative. You-the-Writer must propose a story with any number of possibilities that can be guessed or not. They must so enthrall or intrigue the reader that more detail is demanded. You want the reader/listener to ask for the synopsis or entire manuscript.
Look over these examples of one character’s story possibilities in many genres:
 
Romance     
“A callous Southern playboy cannot inherit until he convinces the new female pastor that he’s worthy.”
 
Mystery
“A callous Southern playboy uses his prison time to network favors and find who ruined his family.”
 
Fantasy
“A callous Southern playboy defies a curse and is whisked into a swampland world where he is the servant.”
 
Western
“A callous Southern playboy wins a whorehouse filled with underage orphans and an outraged madam.”
 
Look at the concluding phrases of these log lines to identify one more element: Irony. What gives a twist, a punch that is in contrast to the beginning of the sentence, whether it reflects on the character or on the circumstance. Frequently that irony will create the uniqueness of the story that sticks in the editor or agent’s mind.  
Log lines are not meant to be simple; they are meant to be powerful. Think of the imagery of poetry: Every word should be evocative, creating a cascade of thought-associated images. Remember, this must be an intriguing, defining sentence about both character and story. It is the hook that will demand your story be read. A log line is your introductory sales pitch. It is the line you use in your query or cover letters.
 
LOG LINE POINTS
Read your sentence aloud in one breath. If you have to take a breath or hesitate, it’s too long. That’s why the 25 word limit. Agents/editors/producers—the overly busy people of film—have the attention span of a gnat. Keep the sentence tight and pertinent. Do not try to cram it with an overwhelming amount of information. You want their imagination set on fire with a flow of images and possibilities, not flooded with so much they feel like they are drowning. Focus on primary traits, primary trials, primary goals. Not all traits, trials, goals. “Primary” means the most important to the entire story.
 Watch out for passives. Any “is” verbs or use of vague, genre-specific wording like “gets saddled” which is 1) passive, 2) cliché and 3) a “western” connotation. It’s not meant to be any of those but when writing a log line for a unique genre, do not mix your metaphors.
 
ROMANTIC SCREENPLAYS Chapter 2 Exercises.
Exercise 2a. List the internal and external/role characteristics of your main character. Carefully choose your qualifiers for edginess, qualities that can either be positive or negative.
 
Exercise 2b.  What is the character’s main goal that makes him or her continue to strive?
 
Exercise 2c. List all the possible obstacles to achieving that goal.
 
Exercise 2d. Now formulate your Log Line....in 25 words or less.
 
Key Points:
1) Pick your role noun, identify your most tantalizing and pertinent qualifiers , then put that noun in action with the most vivid verb you can come up with. Power words with lots of levels that demand to be explained. Can you make a list of more action-packed verbs that imply the action of the story?
 
2) Look at your qualifying clauses and your verbs. Does the agent/producer get lost between the subject (the main character noun) and the verb?
 
Exercise 2e. Explain to yourself how your story is different from all the others in that sub-genre category.
 
Exercise 2f. Is the potential for a romance inherent in the log line? If it is not lurking or blatant, then rewrite until it is!
 
Exercise 2g. Pick apart these four romantic log lines for the four elements and look for the implied romance. Do you see the romance as a main plot or a subplot?
 
Temperance: In 1875 West Texas, an enigmatic saloon owner and a strong-willed young woman are accused of murdering her father, a New York banker-turned-fire-breathing-temperance leader.
 
Chaco: A virile Hispanic nurse and a cynical California female doctor encounter tri-cultural trials as they struggle to build a medical clinic in the rural canyon country of northwestern New Mexico.
 
Shooting: A world-renowned fashion model defies her grasping agent and takes on the responsibility for the cop disabled by her stalker’s bullet.
 
The Gift Exchange: A sharp but family-challenged computer whiz is hired by an enigmatic stock broker / SCA enthusiast to help him find who is manipulating accounts in the brokerage.



 
Chapter 3
Three Approaches to
Romantic Screenplays
 
“TWELVE STEPS OF INTIMACY”
Before beginning the examination of different approaches to cinematic romance, let’s examine an overview of best-selling romance author Linda Howard’s
“Twelve Steps of Intimacy” wherein she explains how to demonstrate the physical progression of the sex drive from recognition to the act itself. Here’s the outline:
1. Eye to Body
2. Eye to Eye
3. Voice to Voice
4. Hand to Hand
5. Arm to Shoulder
6. Arm to Waist
7. Mouth to Mouth
8. Hand to Head
9. Hand to Body
10. Mouth to Breast
11. Hand to Genitals
12. Genitals to Genitals
 
The logic of this progression moves through trust, acceptance
and
permission. The more one trusts, the more access to the body will be wanted and allowed. On a primal level, each step makes the person more vulnerable to a lethal attack. Think about that as you again look down the list. Each move actually invades another’s space more. Each exposes the body to attack or allows total control of a body part that could have been protected or defended previously. Hand holding keeps one from running and each subsequent movement pulls the body closer. Mouth and head are where breath moves in and out and where one exposes the fragile spine and vital blood vessels. Each step allowed gives freer access to vulnerable body parts and surrenders control by responding, becoming more stimulated and willing.
Medical science has told us the pheromones should be signaling the attraction and desire, but those libido-freeing elements are not visible on the screen. As a cinematic storyteller, you have to show your characters losing self-control and becoming more vulnerable, more trusting, whether hurriedly or in progressively more sensual signaling throughout the entire script. Romance moves through these 12 Steps. Rape goes from Step 1 abruptly to anything beyond Step 9 because it is meant to be a violent violation, domination, a destruction of trust.
Another key point is that Steps 1 through 9 are acceptable as public displays of affection in our modern age, whereas in ancient through the Victorian era only Steps 1 through 4 were tolerated, though in some cultures such as Chinese nobility and strict Islamic practices not even eye contact was allowed. Most of society expects greater intimacy to be moved to private quarters because it is meant to be actions between just these two people. Think about the naughtiness or voyeurism of the adult porn industry in relation to these 12 Steps, titillation and trust vs. professional promiscuity.
Now, with the above choreography in mind, we will move into some concepts of building the cinematic romance.
 
IDENTITY AND ESSENCE
Michael Hauge is a story consultant in the film industry. He evaluates scripts for actors, agents, producers and directors, studio executives, TV networks and even evolving script writers. Based on his experience, he has developed some concepts helpful to romance. (His seminar is available on a DVD on his website www.ScreenplayMastery.com).
He talks of two facets of personality: Outer Identity and Inner Essence. Most humans operate by showing the external world that Outer Identity with skills, knowledge, habitual coping mechanisms, speech patterns, body language. It is who the world thinks that person is, the role assumed by that person. But, deep in the psyche throbs the Inner Essence, that soul that harbors aspirations, deep desires for what that person really wants to do and be in this life. Only a select few are allowed to see that Inner Essence. The Soul Mate, the sexual match meant to cherish and appreciate/accept both good and bad, sees beyond the Outer Identity to that Inner Essence.
Hauge solved a story problem for one script writer with this concept when he explained how a love triangle proves who should be the lover who wins. Of the two vying for the third’s affections, one is attuned only to Identity of the apex person while the true soul mate (who should win) recognizes and plays to the Essence of the beloved.
 
THE RELATIONSHIP PLANE
This approach to a relationship’s evolution fits well into the structure of Syd Field’s Paradigm and those suggested by various other Hollywood gurus.
Start with the idea of a stair step of complications encountered, blocking life moving forward and forcing consideration of other options, a choice of action moving forward until another event forces consideration of new action. The result is ever-worsening circumstances, the climb up the staircase of dramatic action thus creating Rising Tension and sucking the audience along with empathetic concern.




 




 
Relationship Plane Definitions as related to Screenplays:
Look: Initial encounter where Linda Howard’s Step 1 happens . . . but characters are going about their business. Though other person is noted and that event is seen by the audience, the two characters are not instantaneously turned on.
Interest: Howard’s Step 2 . . . This contact can illicit an awareness of pheromones prompting the body language of opening toward this other person, watching and listening for what makes this person so intriguing. This is a cinematically intense moment of one character’s focused POV. This event must happen to move the relationship forward, to make them memorable to one another when they are apart. This event will have a direct link with the Permission of Plot Point I that ends the set-up and launches the couple into actually investigating the totally new world of this relationship.
Engagement: Howard’s Step 3 . . . Where the two people seek a mental commonality and acknowledge the Pull Factor of the pheromones-physical attraction. but the tentative nature of cautious humans maintains the distance with the Push Factor.
Permission: Howard’s Step 4 . . . The two have moved close enough to physically touch hand-to-hand and maintain that contact. Trust blossoms and in the awareness of accepting, the two step across the social barrier from acquaintances to curious investigators. They allow themselves to intellectually open to this other person.
Attraction: Howard’s Step 5-6 . . . Acknowledging that this might be an important person is admitting one may not be complete and independent, may need someone else to make life a happy experience. How does one happily survive life incomplete? That can create insecurity and fear of loneliness not previously recognized. The need to step close and hold this other person can be a driving force.
Liking: Not related to any of Howard’s Steps but a definite element in relationships, liking one another is vitally important to the longevity of the relationship. In the build up of physical attraction, the signaling of all that chemistry, a writer has to demonstrate these two people respect one another so they can see glimpses of Essence. Those inner qualities make them feel so comfortable they want to be around that other person more. They want to share some of their own Essence to see if they are compatible. Are their values the same?
Connection: Howard’s Steps 5-9 . . . At the Mid-Point of a story an epiphany happens, a culminating event that shocks the characters into an awareness of the high stakes of both failure and success. This could be merely a heightening of the physical tension, but it could be taking the couple all the way through Step 12, if your plot events will now rip them apart in the second half of the story. Otherwise, you have just completed the story of the-happy-people-of-the-happy-village and now who wants to see the rest of the movie? This physical epiphany has to really complicate the evolution of the relationship. It has to result in questions and consequences that drive through the rest of the story.
Love: Characters remembering Howard’s Steps . . . These two people privately recognize internal Essence is changed forever because of the other person. They accept they are in love with one another, but are not ready to announce it. The visual evidence of this awareness, this cherishing of new emotional depths is the False Reward of the Silver Chalice wherein the two people so badly want to love and be loved. They falsely believe they can win the heart and devotion of the other person.
Increase: Risk of losing intimacy forever . . . When the antagonist or the world beats the lead characters into a corner, all of their skills and knowledge are proven inadequate. What is the one thing they want above all else in a romance? To be a whole unit with the beloved. The bond forged now may never reach its fullest potential. This increased risk of loss so assaults the Essence that the characters have no choice but to come up fighting for the very survival of who they are.
Need: In the climactic battle for survival, both parties recognize and accept that they are not whole without the other, Essence to Essence. Words are not enough. Visuals, visuals, visuals. Body language, eye contact, a race through Howard’s 12 Steps. The couple joyously succumbs to the Pull Factor.
Commitment: This is the visual evidence that the two have become one, not skin-to-skin, but as a united couple ready to face the world. This provides the logical consequences the audience can imagine as the After-Story.
Happily Ever After: The relationship goes on with the two united and making a happy life together. They can cope with anything life throws at them because they are together. That ain’t SOMERSBY where he chooses an honorable death over the relationship or LOVE STORY where she dies and OUT OF AFRICA where he dies. In both instances the partner lives the rest of life alone.
Does this all sound too prescribed, too predictable? That is the fun part in the process: You-the-Writer get to insert and rearrange all your complications and unique personalities as they meet the audience expectations.
Anything can be analyzed to the “nth” degree. The point is to understand the analysis and make it work for your story.
 
CLUSTERING OF STEPS
The joy of experiencing a cinematic romance is in the anticipation. If you cram everything into one meeting, you are cheating your audience of that element that keeps them focused, hoping what will come next. Most males in the audience prefer everything as a give at once. They tend to say “Cut to the chase. Don’t give me all that touchy-feely stuff.” So, yes, you could condense. Unless the female is desperate (which is a tad pathetic), aren’t you rushing the story?
A movie-going audience likes to see the characters work for whatever. Make them contemplate one another in the Pull-Push game (Pull of attraction but the Push of denial). Engagement is the tantalizing tease of saying “Yes, I am available to you!” Permission is the surrendering to the desire. Create your relationship in droplets, not one bucketful splash scene. Sudden splash scenes are sometimes thrown into action-adventure movies and come off as gratuitous. Light brush strokes of finesse that build and focus are much more tantalizing in a cinematic romance. Example: YOU’VE GOT MAIL
 
BRAINSTORMING POSSIBILITIES
Brainstorming is the creative process of letting your imagination run wild and thinking of any possibility that could happen. It is like free writing where you make lists. Those lists give you options to consider. Two things to remember: 1) Do not go for the most obvious or most convenient and 2) do not make anything a coincidence. The choices made and the actions taken must be deliberate. Yes, two people can be in the bank as the same time it is held up and they are taken as hostages, but that they just happened to have gone to school together and had a high school affair is too much of a convenience. The What-if becomes contrived, melodramatic and improbable. You lose your audience’s sense of illusion because they are refuting the storyteller’s contrivances.
 Bring the two parties together and have them interact within their natural, normal routine. That meeting will come off as “of course it was meant to happen” serendipity. 
By the time you get to the last scene before “The End,” think about how you want your couple feeling after the climax of the story, after they have come into their powers to overcome the antagonist and have recognized they need one another to go forward into life as a unit. How do you want them showing their commitment to each other?
 
ROMANTIC SCREENPLAYS Chapter 3 Exercises
Exercise 3a: State four possible situations or events for your story’s four major relationship points:
1) Meeting
2) Misunderstanding
3) Separation
4) Commitment
Note: This is an exercise in making What-if lists, of many possibilities of actions and reactions you could use.
 
Exercise 3b: What are three major roles in your female lead’s life that create her Identity? Now, the three major roles in your male lead’s life?
 
Exercise 3c: What is your female’s Essence (what does she want more than anything else, but keeps locked within)? The Essence of your male lead?
 
Exercise 3d: How do you want these two complex people to celebrate their victory over life’s assault on their tenuous relationship after the Climax of your story? What Happily Ever After images will your audience take home to translate into their own imaginings of the couple’s future? (Note: If you can imagine the histories of these two characters then how they meet at the beginning of your story . . . and you know how you want to conclude the story, it becomes much easier to construct the middle.)



 
Chapter 4
Unique but Universal Hero
& Heroine and Cast
 
FUNDAMENTAL CINEMATIC CHARACTER CONCEPTS
Because a romance is character-driven, it is absolutely essential that you totally understand your Hero and Heroine through in-depth character profiling before you write the script. Cinematic characters make the events happen. The events do not happen then the character is forced to react. To control your story from the get-go, you have to understand character history, influences, motivations. Many novelists like learning about their characters as they set them in motion. The length of the medium gives them that luxury. Screenplays demand succinct depiction of character. To do that, you must figure out character beforehand. Period, end of the discussion of the need for Character Profiling.
Here is a 36-Step Character Profile. There are many kinds of profiles out there that others may like better, but this contains the essential information for you to understand your character. It is divided into three main sections.
 
36-POINT CHARACTER CHART
General
1. Name:
2. Age:
3. Height & Weight:
4. Hair:
5. Eyes:
6. Scars/Handicaps:
7. Birthdate & Zodiac:
8. Birthplace:
9. Parents & Childhood:
10. Education:
11. Work Experience:
12. Home & its Physical Atmosphere:
 
Personal
13. Best Friend:
14. Men/Women Friends:
15. Enemies & Why:
16. Strongest/Weakest Characteristics:
17. Greatest Fear:
18. Sees self as...
19. Is seen by others as...
20. Sense of humor about...
21. Basic Nature:
22. Ambitions:
23. Philosophy of Life:
24. Hobbies:
25. Music, art, reading preferences:
26. Dress & Grooming Habits:
27. Favorite Colors:
28. Typical Day:
 
Story
29. Present Problem:
30. How will it get worse?
31. What is the best that can happen?
32. What is the worst that can happen?
33. What trait will be dominate thus be vital to story?
34. Why is this character worth writing about?
35. Do I like/dislike this person? Why?
36. Why will this character be remembered?
 
Fundamental to Story
What is Character’s TANGIBLE OBJECTIVE/Heart’s Desire/Goal?
 
First is the General data that deals with fundamentals like appearance, birth, education, home environment, etc. Despite the fact that you may be writing a character with a specific actor in mind, you still need to document your visualization. Cautionary note: Don’t become so obsessive about this one actor, however, because age, taste and availability of any one actor can change. A suitable, generalized description of a kick-ass character is preferable to attract your desired actor.
The only words you will use when the character first appears will be age (26), physical attributes and costuming choice pertinent to this story at the beginning and a phrase alluding to attitude or bearing pertinent to this story at the beginning.
The middle section of the profile is Personal information that reveals the many layers of influence and preference, even the Typical Day. Each item can provide a glimpse of the person that moves this character from stereotypical to unique. Most of the items also provide a common link that audience members can identify. Never, ever feel you have to use everything, but when you know this much about a person you will see where you can threaten for the most dramatic impact.
Of course, the character chart’s #17 Greatest Fear is a prime target . . . and in the case of a romance you want to consider both Greatest Fear from the point-of-view of Identity and from the point-of-view of Essence. That is tweaked/depicted at Pinch II around Page 37 in the first half of Act II.
The final section of the Character Profile deals with the Story itself. When you think through these points, you begin to grasp the possibilities for the Cause-and-Effect waterfall of events you have to depict and those you can simply infer (such as the passage of time or the consequences say of cars headed to the same intersection then chaotic and panic-filled scene in the Emergency Room).
Note: Appendix A is a complete discussion of the Profile, along with a Character Worksheet specifically aimed at the inherently dramatic characters one needs in the lead roles of screenplay.
 
ESSENTIALS OF THE ROMANTIC HERO
Each of the genres has its own fundamental attributes the audience expects the lead character to possess and develop in the course of the story. Romantic heroes must demonstrate primary attributes of the Alpha Male in Identity but evolve the Beta Male qualities in his Essence. Reread that sentence. The Hero’s Outer Identity—his role to the world—and the events he faces will call upon that character’s dominant traits to result in success in the world . . . but the inner Essence of his Beta side will dictate his success in the romance.
The concept of Alpha vs. Beta refers to humanity’s primal origins.
The Alpha Male is the dominant provider, protector, progenitor. He thinks in compartmentalized, hierarchal terms. He is action-oriented and relies heavily on habit. The “Big Man” typical of the Alpha Male is a cross-cultural phenomenon.
The Beta Male is the intellectually evolved survivor because he is an adaptable problem-solver. He is careful to act and relies heavily on data and the evaluation of sensation. He is highly attentive and is actually perceived cross-culturally as potentially more dangerous than the Alpha Male. The Alpha Male may be powerful, but the exercise of that power is predictable. The Beta Male’s thought associations cannot be predicted.
Here’s a comparison of behaviors or how each is perceived:
Alpha Male vs. Beta Male
1. Gains resources vs. Shares willingly
2. Physically attractive vs. Deliberately sensitive
3. Seeks sexual intimacy vs. Emotionally attentive
4. Procreation proves prowess vs. Sincerely wants to nurture
5. Focused on value for time vs. Sees relationship as exchange
 
Remember: “The most dangerous animal on earth is the human male.”
The simple summary of all this for the romantic hero is he needs to be Alpha-Beta, motivated and confident yet vulnerable.
 
ESSENTIALS OF THE ROMANTIC HEROINE
When characterizing the female lead in a romantic screenplay do not confuse the terminology used with the primal origins in the discussion of the male. Women are considered according to their dominant intellectual traits and motivational forces symbolic of archetypes. Yep, women can be considered much simpler . . . as types.
The Alpha Female is assertive, confident, athletic, tough. The Warrior Woman is willing to attack and defend. The Whore is sexually aggressive and adept. The Crone personifies the controlling matriarchal power.
The Beta Female is perceptive, emotional, maternal and soft. The Madonna is the attentive and vulnerable mother. The Priestess is the knowledgeable guide and communicator. The Healer is the nurturing problem-solver.
Fascinating contrasts can be created by mixing demanding traits from an unfamiliar yet logically inherent role such as the fragile Madonna girds herself as a Warrior Woman to defend her children then must become the Priestess when teaching them to survive. Or think of the slut seen as the Whore nursing the epidemic’s victims in the saloon who converts the townspeople into accepting her as a Madonna figure.
Here is a more in-depth look at cinematic examples of Pinkola-Estes’s concepts of female characters she explained in Women Who Run with the Wolves, a thick tome written in PhD-eze to be read and digested in bits and pieces. Think more intensely about your heroine.
PRETTY WOMAN: Whore to Priestess to Madonna (his choice for a mate and softer in the end)
THE LAST OF THE MOHICANS (Cora): Madonna to Priestess to Whore to Warrior Woman
QUIGLEY DOWN UNDER: Whore to Madonna to Warrior Woman to Priestess
LITTLE WOMEN (Jo): Crone (over her sisters) to Priestess to Healer (wasn’t she meeker in the end?)
DANCES WITH WOLVES: Priestess to Whore to Madonna to Healer (See that she was predominantly Beta?)
THE BIG EASY (Ann): Crone (power position) to Whore to Priestess to Healer to, finally, Madonna
 
These are opinions based on logical analysis. You might see vacillation many times in a movie depending on the character skills that are called upon in order for the female to cope.
So called weaker roles are the Beta roles whether male or female and forceful roles call for Alpha traits. Always ask yourself who instigates or initiates whatever action in a scene to identify what roles are needed at that time.
 A person’s role in a single scene will not change. The role shift comes in the subsequent scene. In the first scene of THE BIG EASY, Ann is the attorney from the D.A.‘s office investigating police corruption. She is in the power position. Try as he might, Remy (Dennis Quaid) cannot rattle her until he manipulates her into a dependent position and fires up her hormones to respond to him sexually. However, she still has control of herself as he works his wiles and she allows herself to enjoy his seduction. But the evolution of the investigation throws her back into the Crone role. Then she’s dependent and a whore again. True to her Identity, she reverts to the Crone, charging Remy with taking a bribe. She shifts into Priestess mode (with Remy becoming more powerful by gaining her access to the police department). Remy demonstrates his internal vulnerability. Ann is briefly the Healer to his tears. But as Remy takes charge in full Warrior mode, she then is Priestess and in the final scene his bride, his Madonna.
 It is impossible to have two characters dominant at the same time. Story tension will not logically allow that. From their profile history, you can tell which character is going to be the player in control of the scene, each demonstrating how he or she is coping at the moment.
And here is an applicable quote about women: “The most unpredictable animal on earth is the human female.”
The summary of this for the romantic heroine is she needs to be Beta-Alpha, motivated toward pride and empowerment.
 
OTHER CAST MEMBERS
Look to your lead character profiles to identify who you absolutely need in your story. Pay attention to two factors: 1) What is this non-lead character’s role in life and impact on the romantic relationship? 2) Amount of space/word/page count equals importance to the story as a whole.
ANTAGONISTS who are the major obstacle to the relationship’s success are present throughout the story. They must be as strong as the leads or stronger if they are to threaten, recover, subvert, attack again and again! Their power to threaten must be visual. Don’t forget the Minor Antagonists, those irritants that annoy everyone, the audience included. Just don’t belabor or repeat to the point of “boo’s.”
SUPPORTING Characters are the Second Bananas and are most commonly used as contrasts to the leads either in appearance or abilities. They can also provide the psychological balance the leads need and can be the point makers. Use only those that will specifically enhance or complicate the relationship in a succinct manner. Remember a screenplay is more like a short story than a novel. Limited pages, limited cast. Focus on the leads.
WALK-ONS can be your gems for both the actors and the audience. Each character who has dialogue deserves a name and identity that any actor would be proud to do. Do not make these valuable personas merely numbers, as in Policeman #1 or Lady in Line. Think about movies that etched themselves into your memory and you will recall vivid characterizations of bit players. They provide the subtle background of reality in brilliant paint strokes.
CHILDREN should be used in action and speech appropriate to their stage of Growth & Development. Don’t use your own childhood as a guide because your memories are skewed. Rely on medical and social science for guidance. Carefully maintain appropriate maturity level of the child. Look at this Growth & Development Table as a basic reference.
 
GROWTH & DEVELOPMENT GUIDELINES
*Note: These are generalities from psychology studies, medicine and juvenile publishing industry. Every human is unique.
 
Infancy to 1 year/Period of TRUST:
Emotional: Meet needs. Minimal frustration.
Social: Self-centered. Identify/bond with parents/care-givers.
Physical: Rapid growth.
Spiritual: Parental centered.
Play: Motor, sensory.
Books: Sounds & simple, uncluttered, colorful pictures.
 
Toddler ages 1-3/Period of AUTONOMY:
Emotional: Limited attention span. Testing of limits.
Social: Extended awareness. Family circle.
Physical: Slower. Dexterity. Heightened sensory association.
Spiritual: Can recognize death, separation, guilt.
Play: Can identify parallel/comparison. Motor. Spontaneous.
Books: Simple, syllabic words. Sentences with pictures.
 
Pre-School ages 3-5/Period of INITIATIVE:
Emotional: Curiosity at work. “Why?” and testing results.
Social: Cooperative. Interactive. Relating wanting and acceptance.
Physical: Steady growth. Initiate physical-mental coordination
Spiritual: Develops conscience and self-esteem.
Play: Cooperative. Action. Expressive.
Books: More complex stories. Identifies morals & characters.
 
School- Age ages 6-10/Period of INDUSTRY:
Emotional: Performance. Accomplishment. Competitive.
Social: Identifies own sexuality, peer groups, emotions of others.
Physical: Steady, Accident-prone.
Spiritual: Personification of external applied internally.
Play: Dramatization, collections, formal games & competitions.
Books: Peer-oriented. Broaden environment. Positive/Good triumphant.
 
Pubescent/Pre-Teen ages 10-12/Period of IDENTITY:
Emotional: Capable of independent responsibility. Conflict of worth.
Social: Sexuality comparison & discomfort/uncertainty. Awareness of attraction.
Physical: Rapid growth. Reproductive development.
Spiritual: Internalization and questing of “Why?”
Play: Serious competition testing personal abilities. Romantic/Idealistic & Fantasy.
Books: Heroes/Heroines 2-4 years older. Seeking role models.
 
Adolescent/Young Adult ages 13-21/Period of INTIMACY:
Emotional: Introspective. Self-doubt. Fears of adulthood responsibilities.
Social: Sexual intimacy. Seeking independence from authority.
Physical: Level off, but “body type” established, as well as health habits.
Spiritual: Begins to develop personal philosophy & to apply to situations.
Play: Vocational. Creative. Talent development/interests.
Books: Older heroes/heroines. True life. Credibility of fiction.
 
ANIMALS have personalities, too, but never, ever choreograph unnatural behavior for an animal. Animal trainers can only do so much. You want the animal action to be authentic, not contrived—unless you are writing another version of DR DOLITTLE.
COMIC characters are meant to provide comedic relief to the drama. They set-up an expectation then credibly respond in the opposite manner. Their practical jokes can teach a subtle lesson, like Mrs. Doubtfire’s “run-by fruiting” scene.
COMPLEX COWARDS are effective point-makers. They usually begin as stereotyped negative fluff, disdained and discounted by other characters. In their moment of glory, they do one right thing that balances everything else. The repulsed coward has a moment of vindication and worth. The best example ever depicted in film was the inept clerk who joined the battle-hardened squad in SAVING PRIVATE RYAN.
 
ROMANTIC SCREENPLAYS Chapter 4 Exercises
Exercise 4a: Complete a Character Profile for your Hero. Now complete one for your Heroine. Don’t leave any number blank because you don’t think it will be important or even used in your screenplay! When you know the character this thoroughly, the person comes alive. You can both hear the dialogue and see the person move. You can predict how each will respond!
 
Exercise 4b: Look back at your notes for Exercises 1b and 1c from Chapter 1 regarding the female and male leads’ influential friends and subplots. Revise them according to your just completed Character Profiles.
 
Exercise 4c: Always complete a Profile on your major antagonist, as well. Giving that person depth prevents stereotyping. Remember an Antagonist is anyone who opposes the Protagonist. An Antagonist is not necessarily a repulsive Villain (like a well-meaning but overly strict parent), but a Villain is always an Antagonist.



 
Chapter 5
Hollywood’s Need
for Sex and Violence
 
FUNDAMENTAL CONCEPTS OF SEX & VIOLENCE
Hollywood is fickle and there is no such thing as a trend. Why? Every power figure in the industry has his or her own preferences and absolutely no one can predict what will click with the ticket-buying public. There will be a lot of copy cat projects, however, after a successful film. But, think about it. How long does it take for a script to go from concept to financing to development to production to the screen? The public could move on to some other flavor-of-the-month by the time your rendition of a similar story makes it into the theaters.   
 The only constant in film making is no one wants to read/see the story of the-happy-people-in-the-happy-village. That means dramatic conflict is essential in every genre. The most basic definition of conflict is want is blocked by a powerful obstacle. The two basic human wants are the perpetuation of the species and the continuation of life . . . thus sex and violence are common elements in every kind of genre. It doesn’t get any simpler than that.
Definitions
for this discussion:
Sex: Chemistry of physical attraction vital to establishing a loving, trusting relationship that will lead to sexual intercourse, whether visualized or inferred.
 
Violence: The threat or actual physical jeopardizing of human life, be it disruption of status quo or actual death.
 
SEXUAL CONTEXT IN VARIOUS GENRES
To begin with, we are not talking about sexual intercourse on screen here. We are talking about Linda Howard’s Twelve Steps of Intimacy, the titillation of inference, the unspoken assumptions. If you haven’t got those down then refer back to Chapter 1.
 What does someone mean when they say “That couple has great chemistry” or “I don’t believe the attraction because the on-screen chemistry is just not there”? Yes, actors who possess that sexual charisma and great acting ability can turn a simple conversation into a raging seduction scene. But, screenwriters have to create the characters, the fundamental choreography, the subtle dialogue that gives the actors the tools to work with. Visuals, visuals, visuals at all three levels of 1) characterization, 2) movement, and 3) dialogue.  
 Time and again you will hear some industry people say “The barest hint of what is going on or closing the door will create greater titillation for the audience than if you film an R or X-rated sex scene.” Some call these scenes tasteful illusion and others roll their eyes and say “That’s a director cheating to get by the censors.” Both are right. However, an artful screenwriter can heat up the screen with the characterization, movement, and dialogue to the point the audience members are squirming in their seats because their vivid imaginations are racing. Another writer pointed out “The reader or viewer’s imagination is much stronger and diversified than one director’s / screenwriter’s—allowing a much stronger connection emotionally to the characters and story than if the audience watched a graphic love scene. You have thousands of viewers and every single one can imagine what happens, making it their own.”
 Probably the most common tool of playing off sexual assumption is the touching or partnering of spouses, parenting referrals, pregnancy or the presence of children, even the image of a double bed. Small children will not even think about the underlying assumption that sexual congress is implied in all of that. Cartoon guys getting bug-eyed when a curvaceous cartoon gal walks by swinging her hips is humorous, but for different reasons to different levels of maturity. So the teen films that show skin and hormonal boys are alluding to the assumption of sex. An elderly couple holding hands are at what stage in Howard’s Twelve Steps of Intimacy?  Is the contrast between those two examples the assumption of vigorous activity for the purpose of procreation or pleasuring a partner? What exactly is the implied difference? What is normal and what is pushing the envelope of the observer’s imagination? 
Here is where you, the romantic script writer, have to very deliberately plan the sex you will use in your story by specific visuals of the Twelve Steps, the titillation of inference or the unspoken assumptions.
Keep a list of the visuals that will depict thoughts and emotions, such as his hand sliding around her bare, sweaty midriff causing her gasp and shiver. Perhaps she makes a verbal denial as “What? No, nothing’s wrong. You just startled me.” He frowns then pinches his eyes to concentrate harder on something else because he is turned on. Movie-making is about the visuals you give the actor and director to tell the story. The physical signaling is how the audience connects with the character’s thoughts. This is a matter of delivery by the actors and reception by the audience.
Here’s an interesting exercise to get you in that visual mode: Put in your favorite movie that you watch over and over . . . with the volume off. Watch how the body language and facial expression show the story.
Of course, as a writer you will not depict every nuance, just insinuate what a good actor can latch onto. To describe every expression, every physical move is called micro-choreography and will get your script promptly sent back to you or thrown in the recycle bin. Imagine yourself as an artistic actor who wants to recreate a memorable character on camera. As an actor do you want somebody who wrote the thing three years ago dictating to you how to do your job? Instead, think macro-managing.
Did you know that in live theater the playwright’s words are sacred? Not one line or one word is supposed to be changed without the playwright’s authorization. Of course, changes happen according to staging, actors, directors, but that is not particularly ethical in live theatre. It ain’t that way in film-making. Everybody and their mom can come on the set or to rehearsals and suggest changes. Ultimately, the director and the film editor have the final say. All you the screenwriter can do is to write the best story you can at the outset . . . then let go of that baby you have birthed and let it learn and grow into that incredible on-screen adult the rest of the film-making world has advised and fashioned into being.
 
VIOLENCE DOES NOT MEAN BLOOD & EXPLOSIONS
Think of violence as increments of jeopardy.  Crewella Deville in 101 DALMATIANS was a violent woman who wanted those puppies to die. The horrors visualized on D-Day in SAVING PRIVATE RYAN were as visually accurate as cinema could get. At the other end of the jeopardy spectrum you have the mother warning her misbehaving son with “The Look.”  No violence is committed, just the threat of something the boy would not like. The same thing could be said about gunfighter opponents and the stare-down scene where one relaxes and looks away, unwilling to act. No violence evolved, merely a threat resulting in the response of allowing the Alpha Male to reign supreme.
Here’s the basic storytelling formula:
M + G + O = Dramatic Conflict
(Main character) + (Goal) + (Opposition) = Dramatic Conflict
 
And here’s the VIOLENCE formula:
 W. M. + W.G. + THREAT = Jeopardy
(Willing Main Character) + (Worthy-of-Risk Goal) + THREAT = Jeopardy
 
Examine each of those components in your story and you will discover the level of violence you must depict.
 Highly motivated people are logically more willing to take risks. The more confident and skilled the person, the greater the risk they will be willing to take. At the other end of the spectrum is the innocent, ignorant character who makes assumptions and takes risks without awareness of the consequences. Children without life experience references and the truly ignorant are the two most common. So, you must examine character in each scene for these two extremes: deliberate acceptance of risk and ignorant action.
Cinematic stories are about exaggerated circumstances, so goals have to be BIG. The more important the goal, the greater risks the motivated character will be willing to take to achieve that goal . . . within the parameters of their personality. Think back to the innate personality traits talked about in Chapter 4. What would motivate a devoutly religious character to respond violently and take a human life? The most decorated soldier of WW I, Sergeant Alvin York, was a registered conscientious objector with Quaker roots, yet when he committed himself to defending the rights of people to live freely rather than under tyranny, he killed and captured more German soldiers in those few days in 1918 than any other one man in the history of that war. He committed to both his willingness and a worthy-of-risk goal that motivated him to the ultimate of violent acts, taking human life. By instinct, animals are willing to do whatever it takes to survive. Consider that in your formula.
The greater the threat, the greater will be the level of jeopardy, as well. Think about how stalking can escalate, yet every level is frightening to the victim. Every level is an invasion of territory, a disruption in the continuum of a safe, secure life. Practical jokes are a threat. Holding a door closed, forcing someone to eat something, putting a bug or snake into someone’s backpack or bed . . . all of these disrupt and threaten the security of the moment. Restraining someone whether body-to-body or with some sort of tie-down is a threat to physical freedom for the person being restrained. In hospitals, law enforcement or military actions this act may be necessary for the safety of the majority, but it is still a threat to the one restrained.  
Some people have personal difficulty identifying the entertainment value of the violence of multiple car wrecks, like in THE BLUES BROTHERS, or in the gore and terror of slasher movies. Emergency personnel see the reality of human suffering, so the on-screen pain and suffering is not particularly entertaining from their perspective. Many ex-military had a tough time sitting through the battle scenes of SAVING PRIVATE RYAN and even such epics as BRAVEHEART. The cinematic drama of the violence in those films ripped right to the soul, which was appropriate for each story. The battle scenes were there for more than entertainment value . . . which cannot be said of the gratuitous scenes in THE BLUES BROTHERS and various slasher movies.  
 
JEOPARDY IN ROMANCE
All of that said, let us go back to the concept of jeopardy in romantic movies.  The main characters or Hero and Heroine must be willing to risk their personal well-being for the ultimate sake of the relationship. That is what makes O. Henry’s Christmas story “The Gift of the Magi” so intensely meaningful. The husband and the wife loved one another so much they were willing to give up the one thing they treasured most to make the other happy.  They jeopardized their personal want to make the other feel cherished.
How to consider jeopardy is simply a matter of identifying what the character values most then listing the many different ways that valued thing could be diminished, tarnished, or destroyed completely. Some assaults merely undermine the value, whereas other actions can malign and destroy the essence of character values.
Every single character should have their own set of golden idols, those things that are sacred. Of course, as human beings we will share some common values . . . but most of us hide and protect those things that are the most sacred to each of us alone. Those sacred things are what make each of us vulnerable. Nothing, not one thing, not one institution, belief, or physical possession, not one relationship, one human ability is above attack or beyond destruction. British theoretical physicist Stephen Hawking is the most brilliant man of our world. But he is trapped in a deteriorating body and must rely on machines to communicate his brilliance. Our human shells are fragile. Our belief systems are certainly even more fragile. Who is right and who is wrong? When will the truth be known for certain? One man’s truth is another man’s abhorrent way of life.
So, You-the-Writer must create each character with his or her own set of values and personal idols then create a story experience that will assault those values. You have to suck the audience in to care about that character’s values in Act I then depict all the trials and stressors that strain and jeopardize those valued ways of life in Act II and finally force the character to defend the well-being of that character’s values in Act III.
Here’s an important concept when trying to identify what is jeopardized: Intense drama results when the person has two choices and both are horrific, both will hurt or destroy something of value to the character, such as in SOPHIE’S CHOICE. That is called a dramatic dilemma. Story is predictable when the choices are merely between right and wrong or between two rights. But when the choice is between two wrongs or two definite consequential losses, the tension becomes glaring anxiety. Dilemma creates even a greater sense of jeopardy for the character who must act!
Common difficult choices in romance are between the beloved / the relationship and family dictates, job demands, life-changing opportunities, religious or political dogma, and personal pride / comfort / security. When any one of those is the golden idol in one person’s life and must be set aside or ignored for the sake of the relationship, you have created a dramatic dilemma.
In romance you will have every opportunity to use both sex and violence because you have a basic story of conflict in these two elements from the beginning. They want what they can not have . . . without earning it. So you put them in jeopardy and make them earn it.
 
REVISING OUT MELODRAMA
Many, many even experienced romance novelists (let alone screenwriters) fall victim to melodrama. They are not aware of it because they sincerely think that’s the way the story should go. They are affronted when the melodrama is pointed out. If there is one thing editing and screenwriting should teach you it is “Get over yourself!” Nothing is carved in stone. And if anyone tells you something even hints of melodrama, you better examine that scene or story line from every angle possible.
Any storyteller knows that a motivated character encountering forceful opposition will act out dramatic conflict. Drama is defined as any series of events having vivid, emotional, conflicting or striking interest or results. Melodrama goes one step further as a form that does not observe cause and effect and that intensifies sentiment and exaggerates emotion. The difference between the two is illogical intensity and exaggerated emotion. A dramatic scene delivers credible insight to the audience; melodrama delivers laughs, groans, and even squirming discomfort. Drama builds illusion, whereas melodrama destroys it. Yes, you want bigger-than-life characters, empowered people who create change. What you do not want is a story, an event, a character that is unbelievable for even one moment.
You must examine each scene and each line of dialogue for excess, not just to save the cost of production that any good film editor will leave on the cutting room floor, but to hone your story to the barest essence of its own power, its own reality.
Even solid comedies avoid melodrama by being reality-based. They propose the reality, set up the audience expectation then depict the reversal. Think of CLUELESS, MRS. DOUBTFIRE, THE FULL MONTY. Each had moments of silliness and immaturity that were balanced with logical moments of pathos and potential. Melodrama does not provide balance because it goes that one step too far. The audience cannot believe the inappropriate illusion.
The essence of powerful storytelling vs. melodrama is covered by the Three R’s: Real, Relevant, Riveting.
 
Is it Real?
The story events must be logically aligned. Even the convoluted MEMENTO was meticulously set up in retrospect. It was a journey constructed of piece-by-piece memory fragments. It was credible because it delivered the tension of mounting discovery. No one’s memory is perfect. Ask any police officer taking statements from multiple witnesses or the author of anecdotal history whose view is skewed from lack of knowledge of all contributing factors. The audience bought into the illusion in MEMENTO and lived it with the story characters.
Credible stories are logical stories. Logical, not predictable. Logical means the events are presented in cause-and-effect order. The effect, the result of a cause or motivation can be bizarre. What it cannot be is illogical.
You are responsible for establishing reality through blatant imagery or exposition. Of course, in the film industry imagery is preferable. The subtle or inner workings of a character are the exposition. For this exposition to be real and not melodramatic, the timing must be perfect to the story line, the words and delivery succinct and pointed. If a character belabors a point, that is melodrama. Too much. Audience overload. The same goes for imagery. When the image has made the point of Arctic cold or Stock Exchange chaos, move on to the next logical thought association for the audience.
Give your audience (and studio reader) credit for a degree of intelligence. Our Information/Technological Age has developed a taste for intriguing entertainment. The public does not want lecture. They want guessing games about the actions of characters who have taken on a life of their own. Develop the characters and the story with drama’s vivid events to the point of memorable impact then move on. The result will be fast-paced, credible story reality, be it a children’s story or a sedate romance.
 
Is it Relevant?
Tension builds with relevance, with the audience mentally asking the question “What does it mean to the rest of the story?” Melodrama prolongs the moment until the audience can predict the effect and loses respect for the character. They don’t believe the character would say something so inane nor do something so illogical. “Stupid is as stupid does.”
Every scene, every piece of dialogue needs to be 1) the result of what came before in the story line known to the audience (or what they will find out), 2) consistent with the character’s motivation, and 3) necessary to the logical flow of story events to follow.
Again, melodrama will result when the audience is overloaded with more intensity and emotional display than the story event and characterization warrants.
Whenever there is any sort of emotional outburst (or visible loss of emotional control) in your story, ask yourself why it is necessary to depict. What will happen later in the story where you can use this? In A LEAGUE OF THEIR OWN, the alcoholic Peaches coach (Tom Hanks) rips into one of his fielders and makes her cry then rants “There’s no crying in baseball!” This is a set-up for when that player repeats the mistake in the crucial game and he quivers with exaggerated control, merely telling her “We’ll have to work on that.” In THE COWBOYS, we watch two bulls going head-to-head as the herd is rounded up for the trail drive. Wil Andersen (John Wayne) explains to his crew of youngsters how sometimes the young bull wins because he’s stronger, quicker, but this time the old bull won because he has the experience. This was a succinct set-up for Plot Point II when Andersen wins a fist fight against the younger Bruce Dern character then endures being shot piece by piece to let Dern expend his vicious temper on him rather than on the boys. No melodrama of excess and both examples totally logical to story and characters. Both were uniquely interesting, even riveting.
 
Is it Riveting?
Good storytelling operates in an ebb-and-flow of tension. The audience must always be in the story, vicariously living it with the characters. For the illusion’s reality to be maintained the audience must see, feel, hear all the relevant data as the character is made aware. Keeping the rubber band of mental tension pulled taut is as dangerous a form of melodrama as is clichéd characterizations.
Riveting story means credibly enthralling. The audience forgets the theatre and life beyond. They live the story with the characters.
It would be wonderfully gratifying if this level of storytelling happened every time you sat down to write. That is not going to happen. However, you can work at it with awareness of how to control your own form of exaggeration, how to pace the revelation of character motivation, where to allow the audience glimpses and where to let them wallow in the forces driving your characters. Riveting doesn’t mean physical tension. It means mentally focused.
You can achieve this in one word: Planning. Consider what you want each character to depict. What will be subtle and what will be intense about each one’s demeanor? How will each character’s personal agenda impact the main plot line or the main characters? What plants can you logically set-up early-on then payoff? Example: Early in GLADIATOR, Maximus briefly watched the sword exercises of the man he ultimately faced in the Coliseum.
Every scene, every piece of dialogue must be real, relevant, and riveting. No excessive sentiment or emotion. Let your audience live with your characters.
 
ROMANTIC SCREENPLAYS Chapter 5 Exercises
Exercise 5a:  What is your Hero willing to sacrifice or endure for his beloved’s happiness? What empowerment will the Heroine demonstrate, what risks will she take for her lover’s well-being?
 
Exercise 5b: What level of violence is inherent in your story? What level are your main characters capable of (hero, heroine, antagonist)?
 
Exercise 5c: Rate your current screenplay plot events on a scale of 1 (Total disregard of sexual signaling) to 10 (Graphic Sexual Activity). Do you perceive any moral issue in the level of sexuality of your story? (And, yes, editing out of love-making scenes is sometimes done to get a better or more general audience rating from the censors to improve box office income.)
 
Exercise 5d: List five behaviors the male will use in the story’s courting ritual. Now, list five of the heroine’s behaviors. Do you see any as stereotypical or even melodramatic? Do you perceive the male or the female as the sexual instigator or seducer? 



 
Chapter 6
Sexual Tension vs.
Plot complications
 
IN THE BEGINNING
If a couple is happily united at the outset of a romantic story, where can the story go? The relationship would have to be torn asunder and rebuilt or other relationships with other partners evolve. Of course, those are possibilities. However, screenplays, like short stories, need to grab the reader by the throat and involve them immediately in character dilemma and desire. There is no time to leisurely reveal the dark undertow of problems for these incredibly perfect people. Some novelists prefer to build interest in the character before tackling what is challenging them, so their real story doesn’t begin until Chapter Two. Most editors will tell them to delete Chapter One and get to the meat of the story, dropping in the set-up characterization as the story progresses where that information about the character is needed.
Screenplays are even more demanding. Put the characters at risk of high stakes gain or loss within the first 10 minutes/10 pages of the script. Reveal the strengths and flaws of the main character and that soul-deep goal that drives him or her to take the risks, to charge ahead into life-changing actions. It does not have to do with the male and female meeting but has to do with sucking in the audience to care enough about the Protagonist that they will want him or her to meet the mate and work toward happily ever after. The protagonist has to convince the audience that he or she is worthy.
Since this is a romance and Hollywood wants sex and violence, how do you insert budding awareness from the introductory scene on? Visually hint at the internal Essence of the main character who will be the one who changes internally, the one who arcs because of the events of the story. You also have to depict the external Identity or role of this character, the who they are in the world. The audience/reader has to be sucked into the demands and problems of that role from the moment the character shows up. Chaos, turmoil, crisis have to depict this character in action. Yet you want to deliver a glimpse of the essence yearning for fulfillment. From squeaky clean, fun teen romantic movies through intensely emotional and dark adult thrillers, you must show the main character noticing, wanting, needing a mate.
 
WHEN THE TWO MEET
Re-examine Howard’s Twelve Steps. With those in mind, consider what you want to see happen when the male and female encounter one another the first time. Of course, you will not move from Step One to Twelve within two scenes . . . . if your story is to be built on more than acting on physical attraction, the lust-of-the-moment. FOOLS RUSH IN was about the consequences of that experience which in turn caused the ultimate commitment and the ending when the two welcomed their child into the world and accepted their need and love for one another. As a rule, most relationships are the more common cautionary exploration.
 Even the inverted relationship story in FOOLS demonstrated what is called the Pull-Push of sexual tension, the recognition of attraction followed immediately by the rejection of willingness to act upon it. “I want her, but I don’t want to be trapped.”
 The key here is to show both parties 1) feeling that pull, 2) wanting the partner, but 3) rejecting/pushing away involvement by focusing on other story complications (out of the subplots). That process puts the caring audience into the anticipation mode. They know the couple will get together but the wondering about how that will happen keeps them questing with the lovers.
 
CONCEPTS OF BODY LANGUAGE
No discussion of describing meetings and signaling can avoid the intricate world of body language. This is a tight wire for the screenwriter to walk.
Two people make the ultimate decision about characterization on screen: the actor and the director. However, the insightful screenwriter can provide a distinct framework by choreographing specific body language that translates a message. Ever heard the adage “We want movies, not talkies” and wondered what that meant? It boils down to: Replace intent and content of dialogue with a visual or a character movement wherever possible.
Some body language is subtle and taken for granted, but others are blatant. A father-son argument erupts. The son steps close to the father (aggressive invasion of personal space, a subtlety) and the father starts to slap the kid but stops, his hand shaking in mid-air (a blatant depiction of anger controlled). The actors and director might add the father’s eyes tearing and the boy’s grunt of disgust as he turns away . . . or the screenwriter could write that in, if the purpose of the scene was to depict how the mature man reins in his temper and how little the son understands the father’s motivation.
 
Delivery and Reception
Motivation is the why of a person’s action and is the key concept of a character’s mannerisms and delivery of movement. The writer must decide what motivates movement in each scene then choreograph only what is important. Never, ever micro-manage, micro-choreograph everything. Obviously actors and directors do not need that and, ultimately, it is viewed as the sign of an amateur writer.
Motivation of delivery results in intent as known to the character moving.
The second component in the use of body language is reception or how it is perceived. In the example scene, the arrogant son had been deliberately baiting the father, pushing him toward a physical response, something he has never seen from the man. He receives the man’s control instead of violence and perceives it as weakness or cowardice.
The motivation of reception’s expectation results in content as perceived by the observer of the action.
As the writer you must be aware of both the character delivery and the character reception, the motivation-reaction, the cause-effect.
 
Basics of Body Language
Some Primary Affect facial expressions are cross-cultural such as joy, fear, anger, pain. Body language allows the actor and director to delve deeper into the psyche of the story character.
When creating character profiles, the writer begins to envision this living, breathing person. From that character’s history the writer grows an understanding of what motivates the character. Thus the writer can predict response and choreograph movement.
When will the character’s stance appear dominant (subtlety of confident strength) and when will it become submissive (subtlety of trusting, accepting, or fearful)? When would the character make offense/aggressive moves or how would he look when in defense mode? Is the body movement instinctive (such as jumping when startled or chugging water when dying of thirst) or learned (stoic tolerance of pain or embarrassment)? Does the character’s innate personality make that person impetuous / thoughtless of consequences or does the young warrior remember boot camp drilling and move deliberately?
Carefully examine the character’s history in your profile to identify triggers that could change the inner character’s willingness to move differently. In the concept of the Anxiety Curve, blank apathy exists at one end and thoughtless panic at the other. Most of us function at the apex between the two, swinging a little in each direction according to how we cope with daily stresses. With this in mind, think of a young woman who was gang raped as a vibrant, cheerful teenager. The traumatic experience has so mentally beaten her self-concept, she rarely maintains eye contact with anyone. Her head is always down, her shoulders slumped, her hands either limp or fidgeting. But, her car has broken down. A drunken man stops to check it out and puts her up against the car. Two options: surrender or attack. How do you visually depict the change in her demeanor? Eyes focused, teeth clenched as she juts out her chin, shoulders up and back as she takes a deep breath in preparation for battle, and hands clawed. The apathetic wimp has become an aggressive tigress. Is this not a better visual film technique than having her scream “I will not be raped again!” Go for the visual when it will be more powerful than the dialogue.
 
Head-to-Toe
Law enforcement training teaches officers to observe body language for survival’s sake. The writer can use the same lessons, not in micro-choreography but when delivery is important to make a story point about a character.
Eyes-Body-Head-Hands. That’s the litany you want to recite. Officers are trained to take in the picture all at once to sense the person’s intent in the first crucial moments of the confrontation. Their lives depend on it.
“Eyes are the windows to the soul.” Well, that’s debatable. Some say they are simply instruments of sight surrounded by highly sensitive nerves and muscles that can frame the eyes with expression. The one concrete is “Where is the person looking?” Eye-to-eye contact? Glancing nervously about? Deliberately avoiding something? Eyes deliver intent.
Is the body positioning that of offense? Knees bent ready to move, arms controlled vs. relaxed. Or is the wife hunched, as if guarding from future assault? Positioning signals offensive or defensive movement.
Is the head positioning casual, relaxed or up and arrogant, challenging? Think about military training. Attention! Stand tall, shoulders back, head up. Be proud, be ready, be focused. The head position is the indicator of self-awareness in this circumstance.
To an officer of the law, the eyes, body, and head won’t kill you . . . but the hands will. So what about your character’s hands? How does this person habitually use them? Confident movement? Hesitant? Gentle, always willing to stroke? What subtle message is depicted from the character to the audience’s mind? Hands are the receptors to the encounter.
 
Personal Territory
Dr. Edward Hall coined the term “Proxemics” to describe our perceptions of personal space and territorial zoning. Each of the spaces or zones has limits of “close” and “far” which are quite logical. The four zone classifications are 1) Intimate, 2) Personal, 3) Social, and 4) Public. Surprisingly the limits of our own self-awareness are taken for granted, unless invaded. Now you need to translate your character’s reaction into a visual message of his perceptions.
Moving from far to close, the Intimate Zone means touching of skin, invasion (medical procedures), and insinuation (possession of kissing and sex). The Personal Zone is a step or two back where one can maintain eye contact and carry on a conversation. Close can be an aggressive police interrogation and far could be possession of a corner of an elevator. The Social Zone is the next step back where we can conduct a business exchange. This is where we find the most frequent examples of dominance (big executive desk) vs. protection (dependence). The broadest zone is the Public Zone of cultural bonding and group identity. When discussing crowd control, law enforcement prefers a loose crowd (thus the concept of “safe capacity” in public buildings). Compact crowding frequently leads to tension and the ripple contagion of mob mentality. Consider how the writer can describe the movement of the background crowd, Social or Public Proximity? What happens to the crowd on a beach when there is a drowning victim brought to shore?
Stepping back to character motivation, think about how your character appears in moments of aggression or dominance as the zones are progressively invaded. What mannerisms change when the character is showing vulnerability or submissiveness to a higher authority? What is the body language of the Big Man, be he taller and more physically fit or higher in the hierarchy of power at the moment? What personality type is this character, thus what is the predictable body language?
 
Five Steps of Sexual Signaling
This is the ultimate example of Delivery-Reception and it is played out in every singles bar or any other male-female environment you can imagine. It can be instinctive and it can be deliberate, but it is predictable and consistent.
First comes the Preparation Phase where body tension shifts to some habitual preening, maybe the female fluffing the hair or the male rubbing his jaw. The protective side-view (least body visible) shifts to frontal view (subtle demonstration of vulnerability and willingness to be evaluated).
 Secondly, the two parties maintain eye contact longer than 30 seconds. That’s a long time, relatively speaking. Assessment and acceptance are being translated here. Thirdly, one party makes an invitational gesture or movement, such as cocking the head, arching the eyebrows, or a disarming laugh. Next, upon approach the two parties exchange some verbal responses to pacify the other party and confirm that “I’m okay to talk to.” Finally, the two move closer into the Personal Zone to exclude others.
An important concept to keep in mind here is that whenever either party stops or omits a step, the flirtation stops, the Sexual Connection is broken, be it in the corporate world, at an elegant dinner, or on the bar scene. Be aware of how to choreograph the intrusion or attempts of others into your Main Characters awareness.
All of this analysis agrees with some of Linda Howard’s Steps, yet it is a much more entertaining and educational exercise when people-watching at a crowded bar or a party where there are a lot of singles circulating or trolling.
 
THE ROLE OF KISSING AS TITILLATION
Little has been written on kissing for romance writers to reference, but we frequently use this sensual tool. Why? Because it is titillating without being biologically threatening. Sexual intercourse is threatening because its fundamental purpose is change, to turn courtship into parenthood. Kissing merely tests the senses and readiness of the partners, hopefully to trigger the release of pheromones. It is a vital romantic element for screenwriters because it is visual.
How do we use the act of kissing in romance? Of course, we can describe the choreographed components with physical sensations of sight, sound, smell, taste, touch. In a screenplay however, the turn-on of innuendo and the near-miss intention then reaction of the characters can make for a highly sensual scene both males and females in the audience will automatically get.
The cerebral processing after the action becomes the internalization of the characters’ immediate responses. On screen that inner turmoil must be related in subtle body language and facial expression. The question for the screenwriter is then “How much do I choreograph in the script and how much do I leave to the actors?” This has to come from how significant the response is to the evolution of the relationship. If it is important, the writer must briefly mention response. Otherwise, leave it up to the chemistry of the actors the director can see in the camera’s eye.
Normally, the attracted people begin to analyze the emotional impact within. They ultimately consider their display of a logical or illogical exaggerated physical reaction. They note facial expression and body language in the other person, looking for signs of arousal. If those kinds of messages are pivotal to the forward movement of the relationship in the story, then brief depiction of each catalogued visual is warranted in the script for the audience’s sake. The female looks at the male’s lips or reaching hands that hesitate in uncertainty yet wanting to touch. The male looks at how her fast breathing lifts her breasts, the rapid pulse in her throat, her quivering sigh before she gains control. The writer is telling the director and actors this is important and must be seen by the audience.
And finally, the writer must use this event to move the story forward as a complication or to create a relationship question the audience wants answered. Will it lead to more foreplay or will both characters continue their denial? Episodic TV that has a floundering relationship as a hook for viewers plays off these titillating scenes all the time for a reason. They keep the audience involved and caring what happens as a consequence to that kiss. Audience interest means they will tune in to the next show to see what happens.
 
Staging the Kiss
Kissing implies acceptance, the primitive concept of physical vulnerability exposed to assault. The mouth with feral teeth gains access to another’s body, be it lips, throat, or downward. Our job in romance is not to ravage as if the two participants are out of control, but to titillate and arouse by recreating the giving and the taking. We can do a better job when the picture is painted in stages. Show, don’t tell. And use all four steps of description, internalization, emotional impact, and story complication at each of the four stages!
Anticipation is the first stage when the partners become aware of the physical attraction of the other. Pheromones scent the air and nerve endings tingle. Nostrils flare and shivers are seen. The two people catalog what they want from the other and look at what they want. (THE LAST OF THE MOHICANS) That is where the screenwriting can focus the visuals for the collaborative director and actors. The characters must visually demonstrate either an emotional resistance or surrender. Either reaction will create a rise in story tension. The audience will live the anticipation phase with the characters.
Teasing begins stage two wherein the two participants actually invade one another’s personal territory, collecting data with the senses, mentally testing their own readiness and the willingness of the partner, outwardly demonstrating desire, and moving the romance forward (TOP GUN). Here is another opportunity for pacing the build to the kiss. The confident screenwriter does not belabor the visuals or the choreography. Describe those glimpses of character actions that will set the stage and create the on screen chemistry.
The third stage is the Act Itself and herein the romance writer’s imagination takes flight and is guided solely by the characters motivation, history, and potential. The pacing of the physical choreography of this stage, with the camera’s eye cataloging snippets, the rapid fire play of emotional facial expressions, and the story demanding ultimate lip-to-lip hungry commitment. (KINGDOM OF HEAVEN) Always? Ah, innuendo can do as much for story tension as blatant clasping of body-to-body and dialogue stating need. And must it be fast and hot? Of course not. A brush of lips or tender movement back and forth can create as much sensuality and be just as soul-shattering as uninhibited abandonment, depending on the storyteller’s characters. Think of the comparison between a young couple’s first tentative acceptance and the open-mouthed, consuming kiss between Lancelot and Guinevere in FIRST KNIGHT.
Finally, in the After-Glow stage, the characters relive the choreography, demonstrating wonder, fear, the shiver of emotion, the anticipation of how this will affect the future and, thus, the story. (CHASING LIBERTY)
The fine art of choreographing the essence of kissing in a screenplay can create incredible motivation for the chemistry between two actors. They must see the sizzle on the page that they can ignite into a memorable, iconic love scene of innuendo, not intercourse. Hot on-screen kissing and titillation of the camera’s perception can infer consummation. Bottom line: Your careful, succinct description and purposeful placement should enhance both the characters’ and audience’s experience!
 
PAY ATTENTION
Now that you have all these body language tools, try this exercise: Rent your favorite movie. Turn off the volume and describe the major story elements and character emotions you see delivered through body language, especially the kissing and love scenes.
Remember, you want to write movies, not talkies. The only way to do that is to consider what dialogue is absolutely vital and what dialogue can be delivered instead through body language. Know your characters well enough to use their body language to deliver their vital emotions visually, but never to the point of micro-choreography. Play around with the juxtaposition of Primary Affect facial expressions and the character’s actual body language. In DANCES WITH WOLVES, when Dunbar went to the river seeking Stands-with-a-Fist, her words said one thing, but her reaching for and kissing him said what he wanted to hear.
 
COORDINATING SIGNALING AND HOWARD’S 12-STEPS 
Though the assumption is that any screenwriter reading this book is familiar with the structure of a screenplay, now is the time to review the use of the Paradigm Form and the Definitions of its parts. You will do an overlay of the steps of a romance onto this basic framework.



 




 
DEFINITIONS for accompanying PARADIGM:
PARADIGM: A model, pattern, or conceptual scheme of a screenplay / plot line, as explained by Syd Field.
 
SCREENPLAY: A linear story told in pictures, ranging in length from 90 to 144 pages (each page equal to one minute of screen-time) with current spec length expected to be 100 pages, arranged in three Acts, with an approximate length division of Act I 1/4, Act II 1/2, and Act III 1/4. The writer may originate the script, however, the ultimate product is a revised and refined collaborative effort dependent on performance, production, and technical staff. (A novel is between writer-editor-reader, long, complex with multiple subplots, exposition and internalization not present in a Screenplay).
 
TITLE: Announcement of the story’s content, impact, or image, a succinct and memorable audience grabber. Title is the hook that must be powerfully intriguing but not on-the-nose.
 
STORY LINE / LOG LINE: One line statement (25 words or less) of what the story is about, a simplified attention-getter that will attract viewers. It must be unique to this story, this Protagonist, delivering dominant character trait and job role in the story, the change or challenge faced and the jeopardy or powerful obstacle the Protagonist must overcome.
 
STATEMENT OF PURPOSE: The intellectual point or moral of the story, frequently the lesson learned by the characters and demonstrated in the action experienced by the characters.
 
 BACKSTORY: The history of the characters and events preceding this story, creating the situation and / or motivating the characters that will be implied or used as droplet flavoring.
 
ACT I: Approximately 1/4 of the script, THE SET-UP where the audience is introduced to characters and their problems. The audience begins to ask questions they want answered for the characters. Act ends when an event happens that disrupts life and forces everyone to deal with situations they would rather avoid and the Protagonist is forced into a New Life or way of living.
 
IMAGE INTRO: Audience’s first sensual experience of the story which establishes mood and expectation. It can set scene, introduce character, create immediate tension, but it must be visually sensational. It should reflect the theme / purpose of the story and can act as a bookend or quotation mark to the story that follows.
 
INTRODUCTION: First ten pages / minutes when audience experiences the 5W’s of 1) Who the story is about, 2) Where the story is happening, 3) When the story is happening, 4) What events are happening in the life of the characters, and 5) Why these events are disturbing / motivational to the characters. In these ten minutes the audience will decide if they like the story and care about the characters. (Not a Prologue in a novel, but Chapter One)
 
INCITING INCIDENT: Event happening at 10-17 pg / min which causes Plot Point I. (About Chapter Three of novel)
 
PLOT POINT I: The event approximately at 23-25 pg / min which totally disrupts the characters’ lives and forces them to deal with situations they would rather avoid, told in approximately 3-5 pages of action and ends Act I. (Chapter Five-Six of a novel)
 
ACT II: Approximately 1/2 of the script, THE CONFRONTATION where events, choices, and reactions become increasingly more difficult. The audience questions become more intense with the rising tension of the story’s action. Subplots contribute the complications the linear story must deal with and depict character motivation at PINCHES I and II. Herein, the Protagonist is initially learning about / reacting to the new world. Between 48-52 pg / min, an emotional MID-POINT epiphany, an intellectual “Aha,” divides Act II and from that point on the characters are more focused but under greater stress, driven to CAUSE events / consequences. ACT II ends with a vividly dramatic event which forces the characters to take the ultimate action.
 
PINCHES: Subplot events which depict character motivation / insight and affect the story line. PINCH I occurs approximately 1/4 into ACT II or approximately 35-37 pg / min and is a glimpse of Protagonist’s greatest fear / greatest weakness and PINCH II is a tense highlight approximately 3/4 through ACT II at about 65-67 pg / min that depicts acknowledgement / sense of confidence / impending reward for the Protagonist.
 
PLOT POINT II: The event at approximately 72-77 pg / min which attacks the Protagonist’s sense of well-being, backs that person into a corner, and forces a decision to take control by confronting the threat and performing the ultimate action that will resolve the situation. It is the Antagonist’s greatest moment when victory / satisfaction is at hand because the Protagonist is beaten. (In a novel this happens approximately at 75-80% point of the book’s length.)
 
ACT III: Approximately 1/4 of the script, THE RESOLUTION where the characters are at their finest hour, whether the negative Antagonist or the positive Protagonist, the STATEMENT OF PURPOSE is defined, and the linear story is satisfactorily concluded. All audience questions are answered, including SUBPLOT complexities. Suspense / tension builds quickly to culminate in the action climax then falls / mellows with character commitment to some purpose.
 
CLIMAX (GREAT BATTLE): The dramatic highpoint of the storyline where the audience sees forceful characters pushed to their limits and someone conquers the problems and attains their goal. The Protagonist barely wins or discovers something greater to achieve and cherish.
 
COMMITMENT: The concluding scene sequence where the characters commit to some purpose that will carry them forward beyond the end of the story. This is the audience’s “Ah-h-h,” the falling action or release of tension created in the Climax.
 
AFTER-STORY: The imaginings of the audience of what the characters do after the cinematic story concludes.
 
SUBPLOTS: The storylines, each with its own agenda, surrounding the linear / main story of a script which are going on simultaneously and have an effect on the main story, frequently involving supporting cast or the elements that pre-existed and will probably continue after this story is concluded. Where a novel may have numerous subplots, a screenplay must be confined to three to four subplots and only depict those vital to the main story movement. The amount of space (Number of words or pages) given to a subplot equates its importance to the main plot.
 
IMAGE REPEATS: Images, actions, or dialogue that reappear later in the story for emphasis and impact on the memory of the audience. The dramatic arts rely upon this economical tool to create a sense of unity and purpose in depicting this particular series of events in such a condensed form. In a novel it translates into repeat symbols to subtly deliver the same subtext.
 
TIME LINE: The passage of time in the linear / main story. Screenplays depict the passage of time through dialogue, costume changes, daily routine actions, time of day or season changes, and character or scene aging, as a few examples.
 
BEAT / SCENE: Screenplays are built in units called scenes, each comprising a BEAT in the action, each with its own beginning, middle and ending and frequently linked together in scene sequences (subplot events going on simultaneously, for example) to depict many facets of the story within a limited time period in the story.
 
PERSONAL / SEXUAL TENSION: Subtle element of frustration experienced by the main characters which motivates them to seek resolution. A satisfying story is written in ebb-and-flow with a build of tension, a release of goal attainment or confrontation then a slowing or down-time for audience or reader to absorb / appreciate evolution of story and character. Sustained tension (such as a battle scene) that goes on too long will cause impact to be lost. If too brief the importance may be missed or ignored.
 
THREAT: The negative or evil elements which touch the lives of the characters, intending to thwart achievement of some goal. The dramatic arts utilize this emotional tool to heighten suspense / tension and enhance audience empathy. The intensity of the threat needs to climb as the story progresses with the Protagonist made aware of more to gain or lose by confronting the threat. Threat can be subtle or blatantly violent. It has to reappear at intervals to remind the audience / reader and keep them in their seats / turning pages.
 
USE OF THE PARADIGM
After you are comfortable with the form, look at the Subplots section. See how the lines go entirely across the story? ONE of these subplots (possibly the first line) should be labeled “Love Story.” Every time either the hero or heroine encounters the other, you will place a dot for that scene. When the encounter heightens the sexual tension between them, you place a “T” representing the Threat / Sexual Tension the characters visually demonstrate in that scene. Do you see how you can create a visual tool for pacing the evolution of the romance? Too many dots with T’s too close together and you have clumps of scene sequences without forward story movement as a whole. Too many long, blank spaces (while other subplots are being seen) mean you have gone too long without calling the audience’s attention to the romance!
 Which of Howard’s Twelve Steps are subtle, quick movements in your story, thus just dots and which Steps are blatant, sensual scenes filled with Sexual Tension of signaling thus a “T ”on your form?
As you think about how you want your romance to unfold and the timing of the couple’s interaction, look at the main points or sign-posts of the linear story. Ascertain that you have paced the relationship scenes and the timing of the story events to align with the paradigm signposts:
1. The life-changing Plot Point I at the end of Act I
2. The New Life of Act II being keyed to the exploration of the new relationship or the questing for the relationship
3. The Mid-Point Epiphany (where awareness and focus changes) as crucial to the relationship exploding into something more powerful 
4. The heart-crushing Plot II where failure threatens but motivates the action of Act III
5. The climactic events creating the survival of the male-female unit.
6. And, finally, the Commitment Scene where the two actually become the committed unit facing the future together.
If you find yourself edging toward predictability, ratchet up the stress in the characters because that will also be experienced by the audience. For example: Remember that the build to the Dark Moment has to be mounting tension and risk, mounting jeopardy . . . then the tension becomes even worse until the release-valve of the Climax in Act III. The audience has to be constantly worried about not only the lives of the main characters but the torn-asunder aspect of the relationship. Will the couple survive to become a unit? Never write this in an over-the-top melodramatic manner but focus on the risky events the characters endure. Do not ever describe or choreograph the emotional displays the actors can deduce on their own throughout this process. You are the writer and they are the actors.
 
GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS IN SEXUAL PLOTTING
No one but no one wants the romance evolution to be predictable or cookie cutter perfect, yet you have all these prescribed timed events that must be created. You can avoid predictability by careful consideration of :
1. Giving glimpses and hints,
2. Varying the revelation of one character’s awareness in comparison to the other’s,
3. Providing the perspective of the subplot/supporting character cast as they view the two interacting,
4. Creating kinky or unexpected sexual triggers (every time the heroine sees ice cream melting down a cone, she gets turned on or any time she innocently brushes his skin with a fingertip, he has to head for a cold shower) and
5. Don’t forget the concept of Repeat Images (daisies in YOU’VE GOT MAIL, crowds & watchers in CHASING LIBERTY, political campaigns in FIRST DAUGHTER, the ice skating lifts in THE CUTTING EDGE).
 From your character profiles you know the value system and personal philosophies of the hero and heroine. Of course, you know your own.  As you write—and especially when you revise—pay careful attention to the consistency of those values. If virginity is important (for any number of reasons) to the character at the beginning, a sudden decision to accept a sexual partner would be a major scripting flaw. Motivation-Reaction. Set up your inherent values and re-examine how you either uphold those values or the characters gradually change.
 Another hint for achieving credibility without melodrama is to be
realistic. Graphic pornography is not being addressed here. The point is you must research your character types and roles to depict consistently the behavior that would not violate any of those roles in real life. We live in an age of lots and lots of STD’s (Sexually Transmitted Diseases), but so did the Victorians and the Romans.  Has the presence of STD’s ever prevented promiscuity? Nope. Sexual desire with pheromones saturating the air and exchanged do-me looks are as old as our species. But, the comfort level of your characters needs to be consistent with their personalities, histories and motivation to take risks.
 There’s one more factor: fantasies, a huge game a storyteller gets to play. When you are creating your characters and creating your plot, when you are thinking about how you want their relationship to evolve, fantasize to the “nth” degree. You can always ratchet things back a bit in the revision process, but you owe it to yourself to have fun with the What-if’s on that first draft!
 
A MOVIE ANALYSIS
Appendix D gives you the analysis of the Action-Adventure/Fantasy Romance AVATAR. Though it was not James Cameron’s specific intent to write to the Relationship Plane and Signaling of a romance, he did it quite well. The second analysis is of the historical drama, THE LAST OF THE MOHICANS. James Fenimore Cooper’s Deerstalker series were essentially melodramatic novels of idealized characters. Michael Mann’s cinematic adaptation portrayed much more credible characters and circumstances.
 
ROMANTIC SCREENPLAYS Chapter 6 Exercises
Exercise 6a: Look back over your answers to Exercises 1b and 1c from Chapter 1. Which of these could you insert into the sexually tense scenes to complicate the relationship evolution and create natural challenges that must be overcome by the two characters? Do these feel contrived or logical to you?
 
Exercise 6b: From Chapter 3’s 3b and the Relationship Plane. How have you woven these into the pacing of your envisioned romance? Have you got a What-if list of other possibilities?
 
Exercise 6c: From Chapter 5’s Exercise 5d, where do these two actually recognize they are courting and want “Forever”? Do you intend to write a specific seduction scene and, if so, where do you think it will satisfy the audience quest? Will it be predictable or surprise even the two characters? Note: Do not rush or summarize what the audience wants to experience and pay attention to the signpost events as pivotal changes in what is demanded of the characters.
 
Exercise 6d: From chapter 3’s Exercise 3d, do you still see this as the appropriate Climax and Commitment for your story? 
 
Exercise 6e: Make a Fantasy List of what you would like to see happen between these two. Now, pick one or two things that you can use in the script.



 
Chapter 7
Considerations:
Time-Place and Theme
 
FUNDAMENTALS OF TIME-PLACE AND ROMANTIC THEME
Two concepts need to be carefully considered when in the planning stage of a romantic screenplay, whether it is intended to be sweet inference or erotically sensual. These key concepts will dictate the story setting and the thrust of the story. Here are their definitions:
 
Story Time-Place: The where and when
of a story stages or frames the characters and their plot with reader / audience immediately thinking about the environment.
 
Romantic Theme: The classification of the kind of relationship story also stages the characters and their plot providing another reader / audience expectation element.
 
Both of these concepts have been the fodder for many critics of the romance genre, yet they continue to attract an avid audience. They do suggest some predictability. On the other hand, they also challenge the writer to reveal unique and fresh circumstances within those parameters. It is that challenge to tweak and twist predictability that gives a romance writer a smug smile when discussing the topic with literary or cinematic elitists.
 Setting’s Time-Place Consideration
A common division of romantic stories is:
 
1. Contemporary: Occurs within past 20 years up until present
2. Historical: Within documented past events
3. Regional: Specific to a particular place, country, culture
4. Western: Setting in frontier, frequently Old West
5. Medieval: Middle Ages feudal period with castles, knights, serfs
6. Regency: Early 1800’s England and Europe
7. Scottish: Scotland & Scots from ancient times to present
8. Paranormal: Ghost/Vampire/Werewolf/Time-Travel
9. Futuristic: Sci-Fi/Fantasy quality of future projection
 
Obviously, your descriptions of place, props and costuming, the mores and values of your characters, dialogue and characterization back story will all require careful research and meticulous rendering. Do not fall into the trap of thinking that you do not have to do this because you are merely providing the blueprint and the studio will have researchers, prop masters, costumers who must uncover authentic details. Of course, you will not be describing in as much detail as a novelist, but if you have to name something or use a prop, do so with researched authority.
 In the beginning was the Word and the Word was . . . written by the screenwriter. All of the details inherent to Time-Place are your responsibilities. Do not be so arrogant to think you can get away with vague wording. The quality of your story will rest in the authenticity of your detail . . . as well as the depth of your characterizations.
 
The Literary Essence of Theme
On the Paradigm just below Story Line (Log Line) is Statement of Purpose. When writing it you will include the phrase “I want to prove . . . .” In any story, this point you are trying to prove through the experiences of your characters will provide your thematic spine. It will be the star that guides every scene, the inclusion and exclusion of cast members, the glimpses vs. depth of character, back story, subplot. It can be simple or complex, but it must be the one single concept your story impresses on your reader/audience.
 
The Difference of Romantic Theme
Harking back to predictability of the romance genre that you must grapple with and defy, here is one list of the kinds of romantic stories in our culture:
 
1. Innocent being initiated
2. Cynical, hardened becoming vulnerable
3. Marriage of convenience
4. Forced marriage
5. May-December Story
6. Social/Cultural/Professional barriers
7. Shared adventure
8. Rediscovery of an old love
9. Inspirational/Christian
 
Various movies had to have flashed through your mind as you read this list. And you should be asking, “How can it be that simplified?” Well, long before our time, an astute Frenchman named Polti analyzed Greek and Shakespearian stories and concluded that there are only 36 basic stories that can be told.  Many have challenged his assertion but have not yet identified a short story, novel, stage play or film that could not be found on his list. In fact, many sophisticated stories even include more than one with a main plot and an influential subplot.
 
POLTI’S 36 DRAMATIC SITUATIONS
1. Supplication: Persecutor, Suppliant, Authority Figure
2. Deliverance: Unfortunate, Threatener, Rescuer
3. Crime Pursued by Vengeance: Criminal, Avenger
4. Vengeance taken for Kindred upon Kindred: Avenger, Guilty Remembrance, a
Relative of Both
5. Pursuit: Punishment and Fugitive
6. Disaster: Vanquished Power, Victorious Enemy, Messenger
7. Falling Prey to Cruelty or Misfortune: Unfortunate, Master
8. Revolt: Tyrant, Conspirator
9. Daring Enterprise: Bold Leader, Object, Adversary
10. Abduction: Abductor, the Abducted, Guardian
11. Enigma: Interrogator, Seeker, Problem
12. Obtaining: Solicitor, Adversary or Arbitrator & Opposing
13. Enmity of Kinsmen: Malevolent Kinsmen, Reciprocally Hated Kin
14. Rivalry of Kinsmen: Preferred Kinsman, Rejected Kin, Object
15. Murderous Adultery: Two Adulterers, Murdered Spouse
16. Madness: Madman, Victim
17. Fatal Imprudence: Imprudent, Victim, Object Lost
18. Involuntary Crimes of Love: Lover, Beloved, Revealer
19. Slaying of Kinsman Unrecognized: Slayer, Unrecognized Victim
20. Self-Sacrificing for an Ideal: Hero, Ideal, Creditor, Sacrifice
21. Self-Sacrificing for Kindred: Hero, Kinsman, Creditor, Sacrifice
22. All Sacrificed for Passion: Lover, Object of Passion, Sacrifice
23. Necessity of Sacrificing Loved Ones: Hero, Beloved, Necessity
24. Rivalry of Superior & Inferior: Superior, Inferior, Object
25. Adultery: Two Adulterers, Betrayed Spouse
26. Crimes of Love: Lover, Beloved, Social Norms
27. Discovery of Dishonor of Beloved: Discovered, Guilty
28. Obstacles to Love: Two Lovers, Obstacles
29. An Enemy Loved: Beloved Enemy, Lover, Hater
30. Ambition: Ambitious Person, Thing Coveted, Adversary
31. Conflict with (a) God: A Mortal, an Immortal or Principle
32. Mistaken Jealousy: Jealous, Object, Accomplice, Perpetrator
33. Erroneous Judgment: Mistaken One, Victim, Cause, Guilty
34. Remorse: Culprit, Victim or Sin, Interrogator
35. Recovery of Lost One: Seeker, One Found
36. Murder of Loved One: Slain Kinsman, Spectator, Executioner
 
“There are no new stories.” 
So, how can Hollywood keep saying they want fresh stories? One element that you can give them: unique characters living those stories, responding to circumstances in heart-rending, courageous ways that take the reader / audience along on their adventure.
 Remember, in romance the audience knows how the story will end. They want to go along on the ride of how the couple gets there! 
Again, look over the analysis of AVATAR and THE LAST OF THE MOHICANS in Appendix D and apply the above concepts.
 
BEING UNIQUE
Producers like known entities that have been box office hits and at least earned out the investment of the production. However, they want fresh takes and are always looking for a trend-setter, not a copy cat script.
You avoid any trend in Hollywood by writing the story of your soul, one with a broader appeal. For example: Tweaking a limited appeal paranormal love story into a kick-ass credible action story that makes the hero and heroine stretch beyond the predictable. Broad-appeal spec scripts have a better chance of getting read and passed up the food chain. The key is to know exactly where your story concept is unique from everyone else’s and where it can stand toe-to-toe with other Action-Fantasy stories. Think of romance scenes from LORD OF THE RINGS.  
That comparison-contrast is the reason to scan the http://www.IMDb.com website (Internet Movie Database) or subscribing to The Grid (http://www.itsonthegrid.com ) to gather as much information as possible about other movies in production or even produced in the past in your theme area or that utilized any of the elements you incorporate into your script. This will give you the specific ammunition for your answer when somebody asks “Would you say this is similar in any way to TWILIGHT or any other vampire movie?” . . . OR “Are these fantasy threads like the fairy stuff in LORD OF THE RINGS or HARRY POTTER?” As the creator, you want to demonstrate that you understand the market, as well as your script. Knowledge of your genre is part of being a professional writer. Amateurs make assumptions or ignore; professionals are well-informed.
Let’s say you find the people who like the kind of stuff you write. All of the elements being given to you here will prepare you to discuss your movie and characters in the comparison-contrast game.
When doing your analysis think in details. The location, characterizations and roles of the characters are unique. Think whatever is different about your story, not in general terms. It’s a romance. The females dragging their males to this know it will end up in a successful commitment in the end. In the atmosphere of our modern culture, we know the female will be independent and no one’s doormat. Yadda, yadda. Yes, those are the generalities that are predictable . . . so what are the differences in your story? How is this genre of story different from TWILIGHT? How is your heroine different from other heroines? How is your story not melodramatic?
 
ROMANTIC SCREENPLAYS Chapter 7 Exercises
Exercise 7a: State your Time-and-Place factors specifically:
1) List the locations you will need to describe.
2) What props will be pertinent to this Time-Place?
3) Costuming considerations unique here?
 
Exercise 7b: Summarize research already done or make a list of topics you still need to research. (And, yes, authenticity is your job, especially in a spec script).
 
Exercise 7c: Write your Statement of Purpose. Look at your Log Line from Chapter Two and post both above your computer for duration of this script writing.
 
Exercise 7d: State your Polti theme and your romantic theme. Now, list five ways your story will vary this theme to make your script unique!
 
Note: The point of analysis is to make you think and encourage deliberate choices. When you understand the intellectual nuances of your writing, you are in control. Then you can intelligently and confidently explain the underlying power and meaning of your story to the potential agent or producer.



 
Chapter 8
THE Romance as
Main Plot or Subplot
 
INCORPORATING ROMANTIC ELEMENTS
Quite simply, some stories must focus on a series of events, a main plot, that is not a romance and the relationship story you want to unfold will function as a complication to that series of events. The romance becomes one of the lesser subplots. That’s okay.
 However, if you intend to write a strictly relationship story as the main plot then you must understand the expectations of the film industry. Remember this point: Men expect to see physical responses, women expect to see commitment. So, you must identify if your main plot and genre writing are essentially targeted at the male audience or at the female audience. The next genre consideration draws from the ideas of titillation of inference and unspoken assumptions. Do you want this to be a sweet G-rated film? And, finally, how does a romance play in a high-concept (intense) Box-Office Hit?  
 Each of these four movie categories has different plot progression expectations for romance as a main plot and romance as a subplot.
 
A Man’s Movie . . .wherein audience expects to see physical responses 
1.  Main Plot: Male action, power, image ( TRUE LIES)  
2.  Subplot: Sexual attraction, compliment, need (SPEED)
 
A Woman’s Chick Flick Movie . . . wherein audience expects to see commitment  
1.  Main Plot: Meet, misunderstand, separate, commitment (PRETTY WOMAN)     
2.  Subplot: Impacts main plot, sexual tension, commitment (TEA WITH MUSSOLINI)
 
A G-Rated Family Movie . . .wherein sexuality is only inferred and assumed 
1.  Main Plot: Communication, values, child/family commitment (SOUND OF MUSIC) 
2.  Subplot: Complication to main plot, nuance, family commitment (POLLYANNA)
 
A Box Office HIT . . . wherein intense, high concept story has universal appeal 
1.  Main Plot: Interwoven/Interdependent Action & Conditional Commitment (TITANIC) 
2.  Subplot: Impacts main, sexual tension, commitment (STAR WARS)
 
Did you note that in the Man’s Movie the relationship did not necessarily end in commitment and in the Main Plot of the Box Office Hit the commitment was conditional? These play to the male desire for ambiguity, that playboy fantasy of having it all. This does not proclaim that males in the REAL world do not want hearth and the one woman at his side into the golden years. But the primal instinct of the male animal is to “spread it around” to assure the continuation of the species. That has nothing to do with the more civilized awareness of conscience, values, selectivity. It just is the nature of the Alpha beast. You need to be aware of the story elements that play to that primal male fantasy. This is another “That’s okay” concept, if that is the story your heart of heart tells you to write!
 
RESEARCHING YOUR DEMOGRAPHICS (When you are ready)
Discovering the demographics of who would come to see your film is a matter of researching the entertainment industry on a regular basis (which few people have the time to do) and understanding exactly who your appeal would reach. You get a feel for who goes to see CARZ 2, TRANSFORMERS, HANGOVER, etc. etc. You get a feel for who is most likely to not see particular movies. In general, the 18-25 year old males would see a romance film because their dates want to see it. Just consider if someone would go by themselves to see a Chick Flick. Think realistically, not hopefully. There’s your demographics.
Studio personnel and agency personnel are paid to keep on top of this information and all the surrounding stats. So, there is no one place you can go to as a measuring stick. You have to rely on your gut. Well, the Internet Movie Data Base (www.IMDb.com ) and The Grid (www.itsonthegrid.com ) can help in the information search, as well as subscriptions to the periodicals Variety and The Hollywood Reporter.
In reality, you won’t need to go to all that work until you are ready to pitch the movie. Per the urging of UCLA Film Department professors like Lew Hunter, you will not want to do any pitching until you have written five scripts. Five scripts will have given you the practical skills to understand the craft. One script does not a screenwriter make. When you have five and have gone back and polished each to diamond brightness, you start worrying about your demographics for your pitch to an agent or a production studio . . .
 
HOLLYWOOD’S FAVORITE ROMANTIC COMEDY
There can be humor sprinkled throughout a drama, but in the end it is focused on tension and jeopardy to life and limb. Comedy, on the other hand, relies on 1) set-up, 2) expectation, and 3) reversal. The chain of events makes you smile and feel light-hearted. The circumstances can be serious, but the events flow with the anticipation of warm fuzzies, non-life-threatening confrontations and upbeat resolutions.
 Here are explanations of two approaches to the Romantic Comedy, “The 7 Beats for Romantic Comedy” and ”Writing the Romantic Comedy,” both from Billy Mernit in Writing the Romantic Comedy.
 
Discussion of “The 7 Beats for Romantic Comedy” by Billy Mernit
(Note: Mernit’s concept builds around Syd Field’s structure, simply shifting the main points to fit a romantic comedy.)
 
1. Set-up (the chemical equation)
2. Catalyst (the cute meet)
3. First Turning Point (a sexy complication)
4. Mid-Point (the hook)
5. Second Turning Point (the swivel)
6. Climax (the relationships’ dark moment)
7. Resolution (joyful defeat)
 
1. Set-up’s chemical equation: Scene sequence of events identifying both the exterior Identity and interior Essence conflicts. After the opening scene it tells the audience about the lead character and what is lacking in that character’s life.
2. Catalyst’s cute meet: Event that brings the man-and-woman together and into conflict, irrevocably changing both their lives. A good romantic comedy makes the meeting genuinely meaningful. It resonates and sets the hook in the audience’s imagination.
3. Turning Point’s sexy complication: The ending of Act One event that has male and female thinking of the other, thus the balance of the story is their new life together. This event is a startling development that defines the character goal, making the internal conflict of the two people drive their external actions. Think of this Plot Point II as a kind of explosion forcing awareness and changing the two people.
4. Mid-Point’s hook: An intense heightening of sexual tension and emotional involvement, implicating the relationship’s outcome and creating higher stakes awareness of what is to be lost or gained. Blatant depiction of story theme.
5. Second Turning Point’s swivel: At the end of Act Two, this is the event that jeopardizes the protagonist’s chance to succeed at his/her goal and is the main character’s point-of-no-return in the internal conflict, the character arc. The only option is for the character to take action to either a) choose love over his/her original goal or b) sacrifice love to get the goal. There’s the dilemma, but, of course, since this is a romance, the choice will be a).
6. Climax’s dark moment: The consequences of the swivel decision create an intense confrontation where private motivations are revealed and relationship as well as worthy goals are on the verge of being lost.  
7. Resolution’s joyful defeat: The Relationship wins with the reconciliation and re-affirmation of the primal importance of the two-as-one, sometimes with the personal sacrifice of the main character’s external goal.  
 
Walk this 7-Beat Structure through any of your favorite romantic comedies. By about the fifth film you will begin seeing the concepts without list in hand. Your mind will recognize and your imagination jump up and down with “Yes, I get it!”
 
Discussion of “Writing the Romantic Comedy” by Billy Mernit
Mernit points out “In romantic comedy, the ‘A’ story or main focus of the movie is the relationship between its romantic protagonists and the ‘B’ story won’t be obtained without that romance’s existence. Example: Every subplot in SHAKESPEARE IN LOVE stems from the love affair between Will and Viola. The show goes on only because they go on; their passion fuels every conflict. The couple is at the core of this comedic story, so we call it a romantic comedy.
 “The classic three-act structure is usually defined in terms of a single protagonist who is trying to obtain a goal. In ANALYZE THIS, the shrink helps the gangster overcome a phobia, but the shrink’s romance (while a catalyst for conflict) is ultimately not an essential story element.
 
1. CONFLICT: The hero takes on a problem
2. CRISIS: The hero can’t solve the problem
3. RESOLUTION: The hero solves the problem.
 
“In a romantic comedy, the three-act structure is revised as a meet-lose-get formula involving two protagonists.
 
1. MEET: Girl and Boy have significant encounters.
2. LOSE: Girl and Boy are separated.
3. GET: Girl and Boy reunite.
 
Love as the Key to Story Structure
“In romantic comedies, the real subject matter is the power of love. Love is not merely the catalyst for action in a romantic comedy; it’s the shaper of the story arc. And in most cases, love itself is the antagonist. It’s the force that the story’s characters have to reckon with; they either succumb to love’s power or reject it. Wrestling with love can force a character to grow or resist growth, but either way, love’s effect on the central character is what drives the story.
 “Such complications in a romantic comedy, a series of stake-raising problems, arise from the characters’ internal issues confronting the external obstacles. It’s the thing that pushes the protagonist from the end-of-second-act turning point into the third act’s resolution.
 “In a sense, one could restate the paradigm for a three-act structure in a romantic comedy:
 
1. CONFLICT: Love challenges the characters.
2. CRISIS: The characters accept or deny love.
3. RESOLUTION: Love transforms the characters.”
 
On Mernit’s Blog at http://www.livingromcom.typepad.com/ he lists his favorite romantic comedy films from the distant past and from the modern era.  Go there and see if you agree with his choices. And, while you are there, drink in some of his fantastic insights. Better yet, buy his book to dig more in depth.
 
ROMANTIC SCREENPLAYS Chapter 8 Exercises
Exercise 8a: To get ready for the final exercises in plotting your own screenplay (or rethinking your current Work-in-Progress), identify:
1) The major classification (from the four provided) for your story
2) If your romance is Main Plot or Subplot in that classification
Exercise 8b: Is yours a drama or a romantic comedy? What makes it that?
Exercise 8c: Re-examine your concept of Character Arc. Who is your audience cheering for? Is this character the one who is the focus of your story? Does this person arc because of the relationship or despite it?
Exercise 8d: Write a list of five questions you still need answered to feel you understand writing the romantic screenplay!



 
Chapter 9
Plotting YOUR
Romantic Screenplay
 
This entire chapter is going to be a kind of applications-review-analysis challenge.
 
From the Fundamentals and Log Line . . .
 
	 As a category or genre, a Romance is expected to be a relationship story.

 
	 Men expect to see physical responses, women expect to see commitment.
	 Cinematic romances must . . .
	 1) Be character-driven, not plot driven stories
	 2) Have structure of meeting, misunderstanding, separation, commitment
	 3) Present consistent expression of emotional impact & angst
	 4) Balance screen time between male & female leads
	 5) Incorporate subplots/minor characters/environment only impacting couple
	 6) Depict love scenes, not sex scenes

 
 
	 The most important focus at the start is to write a clarifying log line. At this point you should be able to analyze your log line and anyone else’s for the elements stated above.  Coldly, clinically ask yourself “Would anyone reading this log line know it is a romance?” A log line is not meant to puzzle the reader, but to intrigue the reader and motivate that person to read the script (or watch the ultimate film).

 
From the 3 Approaches . . . 
 On-screen lovers must be seen moving through the “Twelve Steps of Intimacy” visually demonstrating trust, acceptance and permission the audience believes.
 
	 The physical signaling in the romance will be true to values of the culture and era.
	 Both Hero and Heroine will visually depict both Outer Identity of roles seen by the world and Inner Essence of precious internal desires shown only in private and the true lover will want the beloved because of the Essence, not the Identity.
	 When the Romance is the central plot, the visualization of the relationship moves up the rising tension of the Relationship Plane with crucial moments pacing the story. 

 
The primary point of a screenplay is to deliver a story in visuals. A screen writer must smoothly carry the reader / audience along on the journey of the two people, logically and unobtrusively 1) choreographing the Twelve Steps of Intimacy and 2) depicting visual evidence of Inner Essence and Outer Identity. When deciding the romance will be the main plot, the major points of the story progression will also be the major events in the couple’s relationship. Quite simply, the relationship is the story.
 
From Characterization . . . 
Character Profiling allows you to flesh out, understand and orchestrate your characters.
 
	 Character Profiles need to cover general history/background, personal preferences/influences, and forces driving the character in the current story.
	 Romantic Heroes need to be Alpha-Beta, motivated and confident yet vulnerable.
	 Romantic Heroines need to be Beta-Alpha, motivated toward pride and empowerment.
	 Every other cast member has to have a direct influence on the Hero-Heroine relationship in a romance.

 
Since romances are character-driven stories, profiling is a necessary evil. When approached as an exercise in discovery, profiling characters can give you insights into the motivation of subsequent logical reactions to one another.  Lew Hunter pronounces “Give your characters passion and they will give you plot!” So once you have established your strong, thoughtful hero and your questing-toward-empowerment heroine in the circumstance of your log line you will logically be able to identify the cast needed to contribute to and support your story.
 
From “Hollywood wants Sex and Violence” & Sexual Tension in Plotting . . . 
 
	 A romantic screenplay needs to deliver sex in the Twelve Steps of Intimacy, the titillation of inference, the unspoken assumptions.
	 Violence in a romantic screenplay should be delivered in increments of jeopardy pitting a willing main character with a worthy-of-risk goal against a high stakes threat resulting in the inference or actual harm to character well-being.
	 Consistently utilize the Pull-Push of sexual tension, the recognition of attraction followed immediately by the rejection of willingness to act upon it.
	 Pay attention to the pacing and timing of the Sexual Signaling throughout the romantic screenplay.
	 Avoid predictability, be consistent in character values, and be realistic while playing out your own fantasies.

 
By now you should have a definitive handle on how you want these two people to interact as the audience feels the pull of their attraction and the discomforts of the complications that push them apart.  Your writing, your words on the page must deliver the cinematic Pull-and-Push of the relationship.  Think significant jeopardy, worthy-of-risk goal, and sexual tension to prevent any possibility of encountering the-happy-people-of-the-happy-village. Yeah, you should be sick of hearing that phrase enough to avoid it at all costs! Yet, you want your characters to be empathetic enough for the reader / audience to care and unique enough keep the interest high is how they will resolve their dilemmas.
 
From Time-Pace, Theme & Main Plot or Subplot . . .
 
	 Carefully consider Story Time-Place and the Romantic Theme to be sure you are writing to the expectations of your audience.
	 A Statement of Purpose will provide you a solid guideline for writing every scene, every character, every speech as providing evidence for the point your story is trying to prove.
	 The four kinds of movies will dictate the amount of space and the elements of the romance you will depict: Man’s Movie, Chick Flick, G-Rated Family Fare and Box Office Hit.
	 The four kinds of movies require different sexual intensity and relationship focus in the romantic plot as either Main Plot or as Subplot and all are based on reader/targeted audience expectation.  

 
The evolving romance industry has grown the various sub-genres following who come to the stories of choice with definitive expectations. A writer has to understand those expectations and meet them or fail to capture the discerning audience. Once the core story elements are clarified, the writer can formulate a Statement of Purpose that will provide the depth and diversity of human experience good writing, good storytelling requires. This is the point when a mature writer examines a gut-deep attitude about a subject and plots a story to make a point based on that attitude! The writer’s passion then overflows into the vivid writing, action, dialogue of the story’s characters. The romantic passion of the relationship story then is carefully choreographed to meet all the expectations of the kind of story that evolves.  
 Do you see how all of the information must be woven in to create a dynamic story, your unique story? Yes, there are basic story lines and the predictable meeting-misunderstanding-separation-commitment structure to a romance. But your how and the uniqueness that you instill into your characters will create a vivid cinematic template for all the other film industry professionals to build on!
 
HOW TO CLARIFY YOUR THEMATIC POINT
Never forget your screenwriting fundamentals, those concepts that will truly give you powerful characters living memorable stories! In Hollywood-speak theme translates into the spine of your story. So, pull out your Statement of Purpose. Are you still having difficulty identifying the core theme driving your story?
Consider the “1-3-5 Concept” of DMA (Donna Michelle Anderson, www.movieinabox.com) in her THE 1-3-5 STORY STRUCTURE. She is a story analyst or reader for the CEO’s of several well known Hollywood production companies. In other words, she writes the make-or-break coverage on submissions. Her concept is:
 Insert the one word, one issue (the same word for all three sentences) driving the theme of the screenplay, the one word completing these statements about what is experienced by the Main Character (thus identifying that character’s internal Character Arc):
 
REJECT: I don’t want ____________
EMBRACE: I do want ____________
SACRIFICE:  I reluctantly give up _________ to make myself a better person and the world a better place.
 
Examples:
Tom Hanks in BIG. That character says
I don’t want “adulthood.”
I do want “adulthood.”
I will sacrifice “adulthood” so I can be a better person and the world a better place.
 
Any Jennifer Lopez romance . . .
I don’t want “intimacy.”
I do want “intimacy.”
I will sacrifice “intimacy” so I can be a better person and the world a better place.
 
Story consultant Michael Hauge recommends you complete one sentence to further clarify the driving concept behind your character’s motivation, thus your story. Complete his suggested sentence to help focus your plotting and Character Arc, wherein the Main Character says:
 
I’ll do whatever it takes to __, but don’t ask me to __ because that’s not me.
 
Do you see the correlation of theme driving the story and Character Arc that happens because of the story? Does it make you think of plot twists and turns you can create to test your Protagonist’s resolve? Does it give you ideas of where to make your character question their own motivation and perhaps change priorities?
 A typical western hero statement (THE LAST OF THE MOHICANS), Nathanial says:
I’ll do anything it takes to save Cora, but not become a helpless prisoner because that’s not me.
 
Nathaniel’s Character Arc becomes:
I don’t want cultured society’s mores. (Rejects militia recruitment)
I do want cultured society’s mores. (Embraces Ft. William battle to be with Cora)
I will sacrifice cultured society’s mores to make me a better person and the world a better place. (Sacrifices his Alpha Male persona by tolerating label of coward for leaving Cora to Magua’s capture)
 
FROM PLANNING TO WRITING
The concept driving this book was to give you the fundamental tools for thinking through and planning your story. Not for a minute should you ever think that any romance writer will produce a mirror image of someone else’s story . . . if they truly allow themselves to create. Yes, we as human beings have some fundamental similarities, but each of us is unique in our experiences, in the details we have encountered. That means each of us has assimilated details that color our preferences and decisions. In that uniqueness you have an obligation to take the fundamentals found in this book and write your own very unique story.
 Brainstorm What-if’s in both your character profiles and your paradigm. With an understanding of audience expectations, push the envelope. Analyze your passion for the point you want to make then go the extreme (not the predictable) route to prove that point. Yes, in a romance the couple will end up together as a committed unit, but what a challenge to get them to that point in a memorable story!



 
Chapter 10
Concluding Remarks
 
Anyone entering the creative writing game with illusions of immediate, frequent, big-money sales is delusional and wrong-minded. The more reasonable and sane goal is to learn and practice one’s craft then complete every project to best of one’s own ability for the sole purpose of getting it out of one’s mind and into the validating form of the written word. Document your imaginings for you, no one else. Then you let others read it and finally you research the hows of marketing. While marketing you continue to write. That is your immediate positive reinforcement of why you are alive with this talent to tell stories. What if you never sell? That doesn’t make any difference. You have gotten the abstract images from your mind into the concrete form of written words.
If the Fates smile and all things come together—right project at the right time for the right agent or producer—then you can wallow in the glory of having someone else believe in your story, your characters. Maybe you never sell another script or story. Does that matter? Not to the focused and confident Creative.
So, crawl through the preparation / planning stage then stand-up and toddle through the first draft stage, then maturely stride into the marketing stage and, hopefully one day perform an Olympic Gold jump-for-joy in the sale stage. But do so humbly, understanding that stage may only come once or twice. Like all writers, you had to crawl before you could stand and walk. You simply have to want to go through the process with the determination to thoroughly enjoy each phase.
No one but you can tell your story. Make it the best you can write and prepare yourself for the marathon journey of a lifetime!
So, go forth and write an iconic Romantic Screenplay!
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APPENDIX A
 
36-POINT CHARACTER CHART
 
General
 1. Name:
 2. Age:
 3. Height & Weight:
 4. Hair:
 5. Eyes:
 6. Scars/Handicaps:
 7. Birthdate & Zodiac:
 8. Birthplace:
 9. Parents & Childhood:
10. Education:
11. Work Experience:
12. Home & its Physical Atmosphere:
 
Personal
13. Best Friend:
14. Men/Women Friends:
15. Enemies & Why:
16. Strongest/Weakest Characteristics:
17. Greatest Fear:
18. Sees self as...
19. Is seen by others as...
20. Sense of humor about...
21. Basic Nature:
22. Ambitions:
23. Philosophy of Life:
24. Hobbies:
25. Music, art, reading preferences:
26. Dress & Grooming Habits:
27. Favorite Colors:
28. Typical Day:
 
Story
29. Present Problem:
30. How will it get worse?
31. What is the best that can happen?
32. What is the worst that can happen?
33. What trait will be dominate thus be vital to story?
34. Why is this character worth writing about?
35. Do I like/dislike this person? Why?
36. Why will this character be remembered?
 
Fundamental to Story
What is Character’s TANGIBLE OBJECTIVE/Heart’s Desire/Goal?
* * *
From Chapter 3 of Intro to Screenwriting
To create any credible, come-to-life, well-rounded fictional character you need to start with a Character Profile that outlines each primary and secondary character’s essential background and current status. This is a viable tool for fleshing out every fictional character needed for short stories, novels of any genre or length, stage plays and screenplays.
Some seat-of-the-pants writers do not think profiling is necessary. They may even proclaim profiling stifles their creativity. For the majority of prolific and selling writers, profiling is absolutely essential for credible storytelling. Whether prose or cinema, stories are about people. Those people deserve to be birthed as complex, fascinating persons who confront dramatic challenges and live experiences that mold them into better human beings. Since no storyteller has the luxury of a time-consuming, mind-numbing flow-of-consciousness depiction from birth to the current story, profiling allows the writer to paint character history and motivation before writing their current situation. The character has the opportunity to emerge from the vague shadows of the author’s imagination to become a vital, living person. The profile provides a palette the writer can utilize to paint shades of personality and select details relevant to the story.
Yes, most writers learn more about the cast members when creating their dialogue and actions. Sometimes a writer may even find secrets erupting that deepen or change the initial Character Profile. If that’s so, why go to all the trouble of documenting a Character Profile in the first place?
A written profile provides four things:
1) Consistency that allows the writer to predict reactions and puts the writer in control thus preventing Writer’s Block, a wandering storyline, and inconsistent details,
2) Complexity that allows the writer to provide meaningful motivation, avoid stereotyping, and create audience questions
3) Individuality that allows the writer to demonstrate unique characteristics relevant to this story from unseen past to quirks or habits
4) Exaggeration that is credible, interesting, powerful, yet arouses audience concern.
 
KINDS OF PROFILES
A variety of profile methods and forms exist. Some identify only family and home life based on the principle that humans act and think based on their history. Others go more in-depth into the psychology and internal life of a character. One writer copies any profile method she encounters into a single, massive 100+ page program. Preparing for a project, she wanders through the various elements, filling in what comes to mind about the fictional person living in her mind. She then prints out just what she has completed. While she is writing the project, if she uncovers an area not explored, she goes back and fills in that portion of the profile.
The 36-Step Character Profile here has proven to be broad enough yet succinct enough for the majority of storytelling purposes. This profile form creates a clearer, more vivid awareness of this person just as if You-the-Writer is asking questions of him or her. In turn, that awareness gives the character access to your imagination and he or she talks to you while you are writing.
One popular exercise in film schools is to write an interview or conversation with this fictional person. The writer tunes into the voice of the character which in turn makes the writing flow as the writer lives with the characters experiencing the story.
 
THE THREE-PART PROFILE
Note the divisions of this form: Personal History, Psychological Profile, and Roles in Story’s Conflict. Let’s begin with Personal History.
 
BIRTHING CHARACTERS
Writers give birth the easy way because they imagine these humans into the world. An imaginary glimpse steps into the spotlight as a fictional character on a mission. Writers can change the characters to fit the story, even tweaking true-life personas to fit a story (Abraham Lincoln and vampires, anyone?). Book editors and studio executives generously apply that concept. Don’t cringe. That is the reality of this collaborative medium. Not all changes in fundamental characterizations are bad. Consider how a truly good actor’s research can change his character’s affect. The ethnicity or race or even gender of a character can be manipulated to enhance a story for drama or even for box office draw.
Remember two things about profiles: First, every facet can contribute a possible conflict and / or subliminal characterization. Second, every facet does not need to be used in the story, however much you researched it. The writer should only use those elements that impact this story. More is audience overload, less is audience ignorance.
The vital rule is to evolve a dramatic person who will charge life and make the audience care what he or she does. Deep personal pride and intensity about some ideal or issue is necessary.
 
GENERAL BACKGROUND DATA
As you fill in the blanks, remember everything delivers subliminal thought associations to the audience and, most importantly, expectations.
1. Name: Evokes images, cultures, ancient meanings, as in “A Boy Named Sue” or a recognizable Russian first name and an Irish last name, a child repeatedly being told to live up to his name which means “Warrior.”
2. Age: Life stage evokes expectations of certain behaviors, knowledge, attitudes.
3. Height & Weight: Again cultural expectations, voluptuous versus starvation-thin, tall and muscular versus small and wiry, extraordinarily tall woman, short-man syndrome.
4. Hair: Color, style, especially if it characterizes as in U.S. Marine cut or matted and filthy, ditzy blonde or temperamental red-head, prematurely gray.
5. Eyes : Unusual coloring, telling characteristic or expressive habits.
6. Scars / Handicaps: History of incident or development creates expectations.
7. Birth date: Era or circumstance can impact or typify social status as in FAR & AWAY, life-stage expectations.
8. Birthplace: Again reflective of social status in the eyes of audience, as in the each of the players in the original HIGHLANDER movie.
9. Parents & Childhood: Foundation of character’s life expectations either as exemplary or in defiance, indulged vs. disciplined, deprivation vs. intellectually stimulated, talent encouraged vs. abusive.
10. Education: Forced feeding of information and social interactions, as in royal guard of Montezuma versus contemporary, orphanage-reared U.S. Navy SEAL.
11. Work Experience: Similar to Education category in impacting social and cultural expectations and attitudes. Bailin in KINGDOM OF HEAVEN was “just” a Medieval bastard blacksmith. Seen in the Director’s Cut—but left on the cutting room floor for the shorter theatrical release–were the exposition scenes explaining that Bailin had gone into battle with his lord (his uncle) where he learned to use a broadsword and how to build battle machinery.
12. Home & its physical environment: A reflection of personal priorities and opportunities.
One issue not specifically addressed in this profile is ethnicity. However, you can infer it from the birth and childhood information Ethnicity need not be an important issue unless it impacts the plot. That doesn’t mean in the rewrites the powers-that-be won’t change it. This profile information is for you and for the initial story concept. You are not casting, merely stating who you envision the character to be. If an A-List actor reads a script and wants a part, depending on a lot of factors, the-powers-that-be may totally rewrite the original author’s vision to suit that actor who has box-office draw. Will ethnicity be a turn-off? Usually not. Professionals in the industry know a script can be changed. When they see an ethnic description, they will be reading to see if they believe the ethnicity in action, attitude, and dialogue’s diction and syntax. If it is not integral to the story, then it is an item up for revision.
 
IN-DEPTH PERSONAL DATA
Now that you know where the character came from, you can move into where the character is at the moment of the story. You flesh out personal data with the kind of information your closest confidants know about you!
13. Best Friend: Who and why? “You are known by the company you keep.”
14. Male and / or Female Friends: Again the choices reflect needs met and subliminal reasons. These are the comparison-contrast personas to the main characters.
15. Enemies & Why: From frivolous to vicious, no one relates positively to everyone else. The why-factor can create a variety of complexities and complications in this story.
16. Hobbies: What entertains, distracts, attracts, challenges, and why? Even ancient peoples carved, painted pottery, told stories. Why? Sometimes hobbies can be avocations or even obsessions the character works to support. Highly valued or sacred, hobbies can be identified as vulnerable weaknesses the character will strive to protect.
17. Music, art, reading preferences: Tastes reflect satisfaction of needs, even peer or social pressure related, but what if the preference is an oddity, adversity or a consuming passion? How often have hidden passions motivated abhorrent actions?
18. Dress & Grooming Habits: Direct correlation to self-image and preferences. Changes or inattention to a previous habit can provide a visual clue to the audience. It can also be a succinct and convenient tool of contrast and contradiction.
19. Typical Day: From beginning of wake-up ritual through the mundane meals and work routine to night’s sleep patterns, every moment of the typical day presents an opportunity for something to go awry, to frustrate and rattle the character…forcing a change that will become the story. The majority of these matters are glimpsed and taken for granted, not camera-focused. They provide background exposition only, requiring very little space in an actual script.
 
UNDERSTANDING EQUALS MOTIVATION
The essence of character profiling is to create a realistic, credible fictional character or to make fictional suppositions about a real-life person. The only person you can truly profile is yourself. Even then you probably will not be 100% truthful or totally knowledgeable. After all, don’t we learn more about ourselves every day we live?
Documenting the backstory and personal data of a character can certainly be as flexible as our own self-awareness. Watching TOP GUN we understood a boy’s dream to be a fighter pilot like his old man. But why did he have to overcome the bad reputation? How crucial was that backstory to the character’s motivation? Therein you discover the subtle need of both character and writer to overcome stereotyping. That one backstory element gave the character consistency, complexity, individuality, and exaggeration that carried the story forward.
 
PSYCHOLOGICAL PROFILING
An in-depth psychological profile can take the creator and the audience into the realm of multidimensional characterization. It is not a difficult process and can be downright fascinating for one simple reason: Curious human beings want to know why people do what they do! They want to understand themselves, family members, co-workers, criminals, politicians, friends and enemies. As the creator of characters, you get to answer those questions for your story.
You made a start with the character’s history. The psychological profile builds on this, and goes one step further, actually delving into three key areas for storytellers: 1) self-awareness, 2) social status, and 3) motivation.
You probably expected a mention of “normal” and “abnormal.” However, each of the three profile areas can have these two behavior variations, demonstrating a complex character who vacillates this way and that, outspoken and obvious here, brooding and private there. The fun of fictional characterization is choosing what is going to dominate in any given situation. Drama results when the writer’s choice raises the stakes in the story, jeopardizes something valued and creates more audience questions that have to be answered. The writer stimulates the audience to go questing with the characters. Those kinds of stories get screenplays sold and made into movies.
 
SELF-AWARENESS
Psychologists tell us it is normal to have conversations with ourselves, whether within our thought processes or right out loud. This is a part of self-perception. Sometimes we’re mad or ashamed, sometimes proud or self-righteous. The list could go on and on. When you are writing a character, you need to go inside the mind, the emotions, the soul of that human being and figure out the self-image talking in that character’s mind. Then you write the actions and dialogue consistent with that perception. You consider the character’s history then add the salt and pepper of normal and abnormal self-concept. This singular approach to characterization will prevent you from writing stereotypes. So, you ask yourself “This character sees himself as....”
The next powerful element is “What is his greatest fear?” What about Indiana Jones in RAIDERS OF THE LOST ARK? Snakes! That fear was introduced in the first five minutes of the movie and used as his greatest challenge when he was thrown into the pit writhing with snakes at Plot Point II. He had to sublimate his fear to survive. Of course, it doesn’t always have to be that blatant. The greatest fear certainly can tighten the tension in any story, if the character is forced to face that darkest nightmare.
“Life is not painted in black and white, but has varying shades of gray.” That’s an old platitude, but very applicable to creating multidimensional characters. So, don’t forget what makes the character laugh, smile tenderly, feel euphoric or invincible, as well as what will make the temper explode and even what will make him or her question sanity. The complexities of the human psyche give depth and credibility to any character. A kill-hardened Navy SEAL who pauses to stick a wild flower in his pocket and momentarily remembers his ex-wife creates more audience questions and empathy than the forever-womanizing James Bond.
Another aspect of this gray concept is the Male-Female or Yin-Yang attributes within us all. Some have explained this in terms of the Alpha Warrior and the Beta Thinker, whether a male or female was being discussed. Again, play with the character’s self-perceptions of who they are at any given time and what they are capable of feeling and demonstrating in that situation.
From these basics you can state “philosophy of life” and ambition or dreams.
 
SOCIAL STATUS
Here is the question of “How do others see this person?” Again, the history profile provides a lot of “status” information, but as a writer you can twist this in so many directions, positive and negative. Why is a once happily married professor of philosophy from an Ivy League college now a pool-hustling drunk in the slums of Miami? How can a dark soul successfully live a perverted private life yet sustain a squeaky-clean public image? What happened in this young woman’s war-torn childhood that turned her into such a cynic about love and trust? Why is this apparently loved and spoiled rich kid terrified of yappy little dogs but not a big, affectionate Newfoundland? You-the-Writer knows these shadows are in the character profile, but you will only utilize that element that will impact this story.
Ask yourself “Who are his enemies and why?” “Who is his best friend and why?” Think of the Morgan Freeman character in SEVEN. What about the relationship between Thelma and Louise? What about the personality dynamics of the whole cast of LADYHAWKE? What forced them to be stronger than they thought they could be and what self-concept and previous experiences made them who they portrayed in their respective stories?
A classic storytelling device is the creation of the character’s comfortable or, more appropriately, familiar environment. In PLACES IN THE HEART a woman’s social status is established then–BAM!–all is jeopardized and forced to change when her sheriff-husband is killed. This quiet little woman is suddenly widowed and forced to defy the expectations of her Depression Era southern community to work side by side with a black man in the cotton fields to maintain her independence and dignity. Here is the disruption of social status that assaults the self-concept. Powerful stuff!
 
MOTIVATION
Ultimately, the writer is led to this driving force of all things in this world. Motivation is the reason for action, any action. You are hungry, so you search for food. It doesn’t matter that you are only three years old and alone in the alleys of Saigon or the only survivor of a plane crash in the Canadian north woods. A starting point might be for you to study Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs that address primal needs graduating into higher levels, up to creative thinking. Introduction and discussion of this concept can be found on-line.
If you have written a complete history of your character, profiled the self-awareness aspects of that personality, and clearly placed them in their social environment, motivation becomes logical. You will not experience “Writer’s Block” where you can’t figure out what happens next. You characters will demand to get on with the story. You discovered their motivations and they have things to do.
 
NORMAL BEHAVIOR
Writers who require more help than these basics have many resources available, such as the Myers-Briggs studies, the Enneagram personality model, and the NEO-PI personality tests. For a little fun, even the signs of the Zodiac can help you create your character’s personality. Information on all is available on the Internet. Just type in the terminology and select your reading material.
The concept of “normal” is as relative to each of us as the definition of “beautiful.” What one person perceives as a dysfunctional family or trouble-making employee may be seen as unique, entertaining or pleasantly challenging by someone else. As the creator, you get to decide what behavior you are going to depict and how that will be perceived as normal or abnormal in the social order of your story.
 
ABNORMAL BEHAVIOR
Abnormal can be considered the fascinating descriptive term when thinking about the human race. You will encounter many definitions or philosophies of what is considered “abnormal” behaviors, coping mechanisms, or thought processes. As far as You-the-Writer is concerned, you establish the definitions for your story. You are the creator of your people and your world. You dictate standard operating procedures of how people are expected to behave and think. For example, what was normal treatment of servants and animals in medieval Europe would be abuse today. So when and where is your story set? What are the norms of that culture, that time period? Who was abnormal in ONE FLEW OVER THE CUCKOO’S NEST?
Every fiction writer should own a textbook on abnormal psychology to research the true problems of neurotic and sociopathic behavior. One succinct resource is the Massachusetts General Hospital Handbook of General Hospital Psychiatry. It gives brief overviews of normal and abnormal manifestations of the wondrous conditions of the human mind. Many a mystery writer uses information from the book Mindhunt: Inside the FBI’S Elite Serial Crime Unit by Douglas and Olshaker, the renowned FBI profilers.
In conclusion, character profiling is an exciting part of story planning. You create characters who never existed before. Oh, you may have patterned this one after someone you worked with or that one after another character from a favorite movie, but in the end you have created a new fictional person. “There are no new stories, just new characters living them.”
 
CHARACTER-DRIVEN VS. PLOT-DRIVEN
Many facets of the film industry like to classify a script as either plot-driven or character-driven. The plot-driven movie focuses on the events forcing reactions from the characters. Examples would be Action-Adventure like THE FIFTH ELEMENT or historical sagas such as BRAVEHEART. Both had interesting, unique characters flavoring the cast, yet the events of the stories were the focus.
When powerful personalities enthrall the audience in their choices and the events that result, the character is said to dictate plot as in TERMS OF ENDEARMENT. Sometimes it is difficult to distinguish which came first, plot event or character choice. Just ask yourself if events or characters cause the plot to unfold. Especially telling are the turning points in the plot. Was a turning point an event that would have happened without this character’s presence? Did the world change because of this turning point or was it the character’s place in the world that changed? Could another character have been plugged into the role and the same events would have happened or was the focus on the specific character?
The impact of a character profile on the plot can aid the writer in focusing the script on either events or character choices. Some questions might be “How much of the main character’s personal history will come into play in the story? How deeply must I delve into the protagonist’s psyche to demonstrate motivation, option awareness, coping mechanisms?”
This is not rocket science-difficult here, just common sense. Yes, characters must move through the plot, but is the character causing or reacting to the plot events? Cinematic characters must be inherently dramatic, not wimpy watchers. They throw themselves into the story events and consequences happen because that person—and not someone else—is in that scene. All movies depict dramatic people, but is the story focus on the people or on the events?
The time spent on either events or characters will dictate the kind of story it is. Commonly, if the narrative or camera’s eye is more often on the events rather than on the character responses, the story creates a plot-driven script. If the majority of the narrative refers to the expressions, reactions and choreography of the characters, that script usually has a character-driven focus.
 
PUTTING A PROFILE TO WORK
Once a character profile is completed with that Personal History and a pychological assessment, you should begin to think through how this singular character (yes, one character at a time) will participate in the story you want to tell. Usually, this preplanning helps the writer decide if the script is to be a plot-driven or a character-driven story.
The process goes through three stages:
 
1. Identify (and highlight) interesting quirks, strengths, weaknesses in the character profiles of all major players that you want to tweak and explore in the story.
2. Consider where each of the major players is at the beginning of the story and where you want that character to be by the end. For the lead roles, this may be the classic character arc or, for supporting characters, it may be simple contribution and resolution.
3. Finally, identify the skeletal plot points of the story you want to tell then consider the logic of “Did the characters cause these pivotal events or are they reacting to the events?”
 
EXPLORING CHARACTERS IN STORY
As a character profile is completed, you should find yourself intrigued by how this personality evolved to the point where your story begins. This is a fictional person, yet he / she begins to live in your imagination. The more complete the profile, the more vivid the personality. You should begin to understand what makes this character tick, identifying what kinds of things will stress this person and cause a reaction. The more threatening or more important the stressor is to this character, the more dramatic will be the reaction. Story begins to emerge, or you at least begin to see the logical direction of “this could lead to this.” You can even work backwards from the signpost through the cause-effect cycle, identifying “This needs these events to cause it.”
Lists of possible character stressors lead to the “What-if” lists. Out of those lists, ideas can identify a pattern that you can use to build scene-after-scene in the story. The more important the person is to the story, obviously, the more extensive will be the profile, as well as the more complex and varied will be the What-if lists related to that person. Simple people are easy to figure out, but complex people are like a fascinating maze with surprises to be discovered.
Compare and contrast the characters and how they will interact. Though we have a tendency to make sweeping generalities about people to more easily evaluate and predict behavior, every human in story or life is uniquely individual. The story should take shape as you identify if the character is dictating plot or if plot is going to drive the character at every level, including the contributing and complicating influences of the subplots.
 
CHARACTER ARC: INTERNAL IMPACTING EXTERNAL
Most writers really do like people. Personalities and the whys of actions intrigue and stimulate the imagination of people like you and motivate you to play amateur psychologist. Storytelling allows writers the luxury of manipulation. You can make your characters do what you want. You can create the endings you want. Think about how you might fictionalize a real situation and make the people act differently. Consider creating an ending that satisfies you more than reality did. Beware getting trapped in the dead end of “But I can’t do that because that’s not how it really happened.” Fiction is lies. Get over it. Movie making is about fictional stories; documentaries are about facts. Of course, in the group effort of movie-making, your visions and intentions can be twisted and subverted by collaborators. Your foundation script must be true to your vision of these characters or you have failed the most important critic, yourself.
That critic dictates that your major players must demonstrate some point, some lesson about their life as they experience the story. Remember your statement of purpose? Because you should be driven to understand why your characters are motivated in the first place, start from both the personal history and the psychological profile to identify where these people are in their lives when your story begins. Psychologists and sociologists have identified definitive “Stages of Life” and normal–as well as abnormal–behaviors and attitudes related to those stages. If you are uncertain about what this means, you might check out PhD Psychologist Linda Edelstein’s The Writer’s Guide to Character Traits. Even if you know what all that means, Edelstein’s book can still feed your imagination with possibilities of twists and turns in your character’s life stage at the time of your story.
What does your character want out of life in general? Then what does he or she want at this very moment? What options does this character perceive that will allow the achievement of these goals? These are Internal Motivators.
Taking it one step further, the writer is also able to identify what could provide the most dramatic external opposition to achieving those goals. Logically, the writer has a viable basis for where and how to challenge the character in the story.
A cinematic story can never be a boring status quo. It must move the characters through a life-changing experience. The major players must change to become something more than they were at the beginning. For the most part, the protagonists grow in a positive direction, while the majority of the antagonists suffer defeat or experience personality deterioration. “Good over Evil” you might say. However, you might tell the story of “Evil over Good” to depict a cautionary tale. Shakespeare did in “Hamlet.”
You need to identify how you want to demonstrate the internal change. That internal Character Arc or shift in awareness must impact the character’s external
action choices, thus impact the events in a visual, active demonstration of the change. The visual action must be integral to the main plot of the story. How did Dustin Hoffman’s character in TOOTSIE internally change and demonstrate his change? And wasn’t that demonstration also the Climax of the story? In this instance, the movie was character-driven.
The character arc is demonstrated when the character makes a conscious choice and proceeds to act in a different manner. The change doesn’t work if it is sudden, unpredictable, or coincidental. The audience has to be cognizant of the gradual transition, hungry to go along for the ride, frustrated with the character, and anxious to get on with the quest. The challenges of the stressors in the plot and the character’s subsequent actions or reactions must set-up the internal growth pattern. Blatant hints don’t work either. That’s over-the-top, on-the-nose melodrama. Paying attention to the character’s psychological profile (and need to protect vulnerable self-concept) will prevent that over-exaggeration characterization-to-plot mistake. Adage: People don’t change overnight.
Does a character arc work in an action-adventure, plot-driven script? It does if the arc is integral to the plot. Sometimes the reluctant warrior merely proves his mettle as in Ryan coldly shooting the cook in THE HUNT FOR RED OCTOBER. Before that, the audience saw an intellectual man who willingly took on physical challenges as needed to prove what he felt to be true, that Ramius wanted to defect. We learned Ryan’s personal history of surviving a helicopter crash yet graduating from the U. S. Naval Academy. He was identified as a trained and courageous warrior. When he came face-to-face with the enemy, he did the deed and slept on the plane ride home. The audience saw that subtle evidence of his honorable and courageous internal motivation grown to the point of calmly accepting the personal consequences of a life-and-death decision. Bart Mancuso, commander of the Dallas, changed from distrust to acceptance of Sean Connery’s Ramius and willingly played submarine “chicken.” Oversimplification perhaps, but both demonstrate character arcs all the same. Their internal changes were manifested in external action.
The protagonist does not necessarily have to be the one to arc either, but, if not, he or she must cause the arc. Consider FORREST GUMP where Forrest was the same from childhood through adulthood. However, he changed Lieutenant Dan.
 
PLOTTING CHARACTER
Students and practitioners of screenwriting quickly become very familiar with the skeletal points required in every script to prevent expensive, boring, wandering story lines. These are plot points that maintain and build the suspense, whether the story is plot-driven or character-driven.
Complete character profiles ease the process of creating these plot points. The writing goes faster when a writer understands and can predict the actions and reactions of the script’s characters to get them from one signpost to the next. The profile identifies prime dramatic material in those personalities. The writer knows what the characters want, what will logically block their achievement, and how they should change. The paradigm provides a view of the plot framework of the powerful story, allowing the writer to orchestrate the progressive experiences of those characters.
The main plot is the linear story. By stating that primary story in the log line, a writer can easily ignore or eliminate extraneous images and events when the actual writing is underway. Those extras and side-trips may create milieu or aura but act as exposition rather than action moving the story forward. The log line defines the framework of the story and hones in on the essential characters needed.
What characters do you need to introduce in Act I when you set up that initial circumstance? What singular event at Plot Point I will change the direction of those characters’ lives and force them in a new direction? What needs to happen at Mid-Point Epiphany to the protagonist / lead to raise the stakes and seriously focus that person on a new goal? What would push this character into a corner at Plot Point II to the extreme intensity of “fight” rather than “flight?” How can this character’s dramatic potential build in preparation for the explosive action at the Climax?
Do not overlook the story’s time line, and how time, seasons, and routine life impact the characters’ actions and choices. Notations on the paradigm prevent overlooking the subtlety of these influences as you write the succinct narrative. Sometimes, you can discover more potential stressors in the time line and can toy with even more What-if lists. Think about the time line and lafe stages depicted in STEEL MAGNOLIAS as an example.
Next, consider each major player’s personal agenda, routine, and those notes on the character’s life-stage at in the beginning and where you want him / her by the end. What mundane material can be skipped? What hints or foreshadowing glimpses are absolutely essential for audience empathy or understanding of an important point? What would be overload? Paying close attention to these points allows you to identify necessary material and sometimes even pacing, as well as revise out extraneous-though-interesting stuff. That is the essence of what film editors do, usually with the director’s input on the vision for the story.
The protagonist’s personal agendas frequently develop into subplots essential to the main plot line. You can see where the major players’ agendas will intersect with the main plot and with one another. This is where you control screen time of the supporting cast as their agendas impact the main plot. This is the creative time to identify holes in story logic where set-up or foreshadowing was missed or where extraneous material (usually exposition) can be eliminated.
 
SCREENPLAY CHARACTERS ARE DIFFERNT
Many new screenwriters get caught in the mental hassle of trying to let go of character detail in a screenplay. Here is a dramatic character worksheet that will help you shift from a novelist’s all-encompassing mindset to a succinct screenwriting view of what kind of characters are needed in a film’s cast. It is important that you understand that those characters you want up on that screen must be inherently dramatic. Their attitude, tone, habits, demeanor create a change when they walk into a room. They are the Alpha people of the world who make things happen by reacting visually and powerfully to the circumstance, dialogue, people they encounter. Cinematic characters are never boring or common. The audience expects them to be vividly interesting.
On the Character Worksheet, look closely at the differences between characterizing for a novel and characterizing for a screenplay. The major factor is that in a novel the writer has the time and luxury of evolving a character’s growth through internalized consideration of experiences. The novel’s characters learn and grow at a more gradual pace. The protagonists and antagonists in screenplays have to be inherent trouble-makers or movers-and-shakers. Their essential personality factors make things happen from Page 1. Their learning and growth curves are steeper and more intense in the visual “Now” of the cinematic story with minimal–if any–thinking down-time. Thoughts cannot be seen on the screen and the tool of Voice Over gets tiresome. Watching a character think for longer than a flicker of seconds is boring for the audience. Cinematic characters are action-oriented because actions are visual.
These characters make things happen in every scene, whereas the novelistic characters tend more to evaluate and consider events before, during and after they happen. Thus character depiction in novels ebbs and flows like the ocean tides, but in screenplays they crash and roil like flood waters.




 
PROFILING CONCLUSION
A character profile empowers the writer with consistency, complexity, individuality, and the ability to credibly exaggerate. Such documentation provides a reference of background and personal data that allows the audience to empathize with the character’s motivation, connect by identifying with their experiences, and live vicariously with that character. Delving into the character’s psychological realms of self-awareness and normal vs. abnormal responses gives the writer a dimension that defies stereotyping. Transferring this data into character action and dialogue as a story unfolds is the ultimate in writing ecstasy! You create such well-thought out fictional characters and your script will demand to be read because these people are so dynamic, so fascinating, they beg to be brought to life on the screen.
The writer’s character profile has zero relationship to an actor’s profiling of that character. Well-trained actors need to evolve their own insights so they can “feel” a character and get “into the skin” of the character. If you mention you have a completed profile, they may ask for it, but most rely on their own gut instincts. That’s why they are actors. Actors act, writers write.



 
APPENDIX B
From Chapter 2 of Intro to Screenwriting:
 
THE MOVIE PARADIGM
Though in use for a couple of decades before him, Syd Field explained the movie paradigm and proposed it as a schematic outline of the cinematic story in his Screenplay: Foundations of Screenwriting. Ever since Field made it popular, working writers have avidly adopted the paradigm’s concepts. The basics apply equally to short stories and novels. The 3-Act structure just makes sense. Aristotle was right. Beginning-Middle-Ending.
Go back over print stories you feel work. Look for the opening hook or introductory scene. Move next to the end of Act I to identify an event that demanded the main character / protagonist change, a happening Field calls Plot Point I. Search about half-way through the story for the Mid-Point Epiphany event that focused the story’s Point-of-View character. Skim forward from there to the material around 75% into the story and find that “Dark Moment” or Field’s Plot Point II that had the main character cowering in defeat. Intentionally or through the “Collective Unconscious,” the majority of the storytellers utilize the structure. Hint: As you read to find these points, you will also be able to identify when events were weak and ineffective, thus causing a story’s disappointment.
Consider the Paradigm Form here that includes some additions to the fundamentals. You will find the lines for the most important Subplots across the lower portion of the form and the story’s time line at the very bottom. At the top are Title and Length. Projecting length of any project allows you to guesstimate the page lengths of each act, thus the pacing of the chain of events leading up to the various signpost events. This schematic will identify approximately how many pages you will need to write to cover all the essential story points.
Of course, each story must have its log line (Story Line on the form). The Statement of Purpose is there to keep the writer focused on the point of the story. Additions to the basics include the fine-tuning of the Inciting Incident in Act I that leads the protagonist to that life-changing Plot Point I and Field’s Act II pinches. Pinch I confronts or gives a glimpse of the greatest fear in the middle of first half of Act II. Pinch II depicts an event that is the worthiness / acknowledgement by others in the middle of second half of Act II.
Use this form to identify the progressive logic of Act II. “This event caused this to happen which caused this . . . .” After the protagonist’s life was spun 180-degrees by the Plot Point I event, the protagonist must learn how to live differently. That means reacting to unfamiliar experiences, learning about new areas of life, meeting new people who challenge the protagonist in new ways. Those are all relative to the “New Life.” Encountered in Act II.
After the Mid-point Epiphany event, the protagonist relishes a higher level of awareness and intensity about his / her role and skills in this life. The meaning and value of the new life is accepted. He or she drives confidently toward achieving the ultimate goal. Thus the second half of Act II is about taking control, a cycle of action rather than reaction. That growth in confidence and focus leads directly to an aura of over-confidence or almost euphoria. In turn, that sets up the protagonist for the antagonist’s assault and take-down at Plot Point II’s Dark Moment.
Act III is the Resolution of all that has gone before. Evaluation of that final one-fourth of the story provides vital guidelines for developing the concluding action of the script. Plot Point II has catapulted the highly motivated-to-survive protagonist into action. He / She has come out of that denigrating experience, determined to fight and motivated to overcome whatever. Preparation has to be made for the climactic battle. That preparation increases the audience’s concern for the character’s chances of success.
Finally, Act III’s Climax provides the greatest tension of the entire story. The reader / audience has to be trapped in concern for the outcome of the clash. The writer then has to reduce the tension with the satisfying Commitment scene that hints of the protagonist’s future. Here is the insinuation that life will go on into the “After-Story.”
The paradigm form considers the use of Lajos Egri’s lessons about “Image Repeats.” These are the visuals that deliver a repeated subliminal message the audience mentally weaves into the context of the story. In WITNESS there is the serenity of the wheat field, the pastoral peace of the rural vs. the harried threat of the mechanized modern world, the birdhouse that sat beside the lane into the farm that John Book’s car knocked down to become his first carpentry project then the repaired symbol of his leaving. In THE CUTTING EDGE, the blades on the rink’s ice and spotlights on the competitive figure skaters required no explanations because the audience remembered their significance to the characters.
Study repeat images in every movie you watch. They are there to subtly guide your experience, to create visual aura without explanation. They are logical to the setting and unobtrusive point-makers that add credibility without deliberate exposition or explanation.
Syd Field and this unique form have provided a comparison-contrast for information and explanations in other screenwriting books by other industry-wise folks. Most preach the same signposts but change their identifying names. It is all a matter of semantics. You need to understand that the naming of the parts is not as important as the fundamental concepts which remain the same. The UCLA Film Department staunchly reinforces Aristotle’s 3-Act story structure throughout their undergraduate and graduate programs. Script Consultant Michael Hauge explains four acts and long-time writing instructor John Truby preaches seven points underlying the 22 Steps of screenplay analysis and construction. The list goes on, each screenplay expert interpreting Beginning-Middle-Ending. If these screenwriting views were over-laid on the form you find here, you would see the fundamental concepts shine through. Ultimately, they are all 3-Acts with signposts events that carry the linear story forward.
Utilize whatever works for you! The form here has been used in the planning and writing of a multitude of short stories, novels and screenplays. It has also evolved with a few more signposts. One glaring fact remains constant. Screenplays have a time-page constraint with events happening at progressive intervals to keep the story moving and tension building. Does the story event have to fall exactly on the suggested page-count? Certainly not, but the event needs to be close to it to provide the story progression and prevent digression or wandering into subplot side stories. We are not talking predictability here, but focus on moving the story forward.
 
THE MYTHIC STORY CONSTRUCT
So we all have the same frame of reference, let’s briefly outline in words what Joseph Campbell (and Chris Vogler’s The Writer’s Journey) called the “Hero’s Journey” of discovery and conquest, a reliably consistent model for planning any story that mirrors the essential event outline of any screenplay (and any novel):
Beginning’s Act I / Set-up, ¼ of the entire story
- Intro the Hero’s Ordinary World (out of Backstory)
- Inciting Incident, Herald’s “Call to Adventure” / change
- Hero’s Refusal of the Call (because known world safer)
- Meeting the Mentor (who convinces Hero)
- Plot Point I, Cross the Threshold, event where life changes 180 degrees
 
Middle’s Act II / Confrontation, ½ of entire story
- First half Reactions to Tests, Allies, Enemies / Learning
- Pinch I, Approach Inmost Cave (Worst Fear glimpsed)
- Mid-Point’s Supreme Ordeal / Epiphany Experience & Hero taking action
- Pinch II, Reward for Seizing Sword, Acknowledge / Savor Accomplishment
- Plot Point II, Road Block / Black Moment, superior Antagonist defeats Hero
 
Ending’s Act III / Resolution, ¼ of story
- Resurrection when “Mouse Roars”, preparation for battle
- Climax, Battle where one side triumphs
- Return with Elixir, Triumphant & Committed into After-story
 
If you find this repetitious of what was just explained, it is meant to be! You must learn to think in this structure in the planning stage to execute it in the writing stage and eventually analyze your script in revision.
* * *
TEN-STEP PARADIGM PROCESS
1. Complete the Log Line and Statement of Purpose
2. Consider target length of the project (to project length of Begin-Middle-End)
3. Complete Character Profiles on Main Characters (Chapter 3)
4. Consider Main Plot vs. contributing Subplots
a. Where does the story begin?
b. When does the story end?
c. Where do I want each subplot to begin & end?
5. Identify potential signposts to be written to
6. Consider how the signposts reflect Log Line and Statement of Purpose
7. Begin sketching / storyboarding Main Plot of Begin-Middle-End
8. Word-sketch / storyboard agendas of subplots
9. Identify events of subplots pertinent to / impacting Main Plot
10. Begin actual writing (understanding pacing & discoveries may change the paradigm)



 
APPENDIX C
 
I am not standing in judgment of how strong or weak any of these are, just saying they have a relationship story that evolves into a romance with the couple as a committed unit by the end.
 
PRIMARY ROMANCE FILMS
27 Dresses
Accidental Tourist
Alex & Emma
An Affair to Remember
Angel Eyes
Australia
AVATAR
Breakfast at Tiffany’s
Charade
Chasing Liberty
Claudine
Down with Love
Ever After
Far & Away
For Love of Ivy
French Kiss
Garden State
Ghost and Mrs. Muir (if commitment after death counts)
Giant
Gilda
Hitch
How Stella Got Her Groove Back
Il Postino
I.Q.
Jane Eyre (Joan Fontaine/Orson Welles)
Jerry Maguire
Jewel of the Nile
Jezebel
Juno
Kate & Leopold
Kingdom of Heaven
Ladyhawke
Lethal Weapon IV
Letters to Juliet
Life as We Know It
Love Actually
Love in the Afternoon
Maid in Manhattan
Maurice
Meet Joe Black
My Big Fat Greek Wedding
Never Been Kissed
Ninotchka
North by Northwest
Notorious
Now Voyager
Original Sin
Possession
Pride and Prejudice (Laurence Olivier/Greer Garson)
Pretty Woman
Raiders of the Lost Ark
Return to Me
Riders of the Purple Sage (starring Ed Harris for Turner)
Romancing the Stone
(A) Room with a View
Sabrina (Humphrey Bogart/Audrey Hepburn)
Shakespeare in Love
Sideways
Six Days, Seven Nights
Sense and Sensibility
Sleepless in Seattle
Some Like It Hot
Some One Like You
Something’s Gotta Give
Somewhere in Time
Splash
Stargate
Star Wars II, III, V, VI
Story of Three Loves (Equilibrium)
Sweet Home Alabama
The Adjustment Bureau
The African Queen
The American President
The Best Years of Our Lives
The Big Easy
The Devil Wears Prada
The Family Stone
The Fifth Element
The Holiday
The Lady Eve
The Lake House
The Last of the Mohicans
The Man from Snowy River
The Notebook
The Proposal
The Quiet Man
The Wedding Date
The Wedding Planner
The Young Victoria
Top Gun
Two Weeks Notice
Valentine’s Day
(A) Walk in the Clouds
When Harry Met Sally
While You Were Sleeping
Working Girl
Wrangler
You’ve Got Mail (The Shop Around the Corner)
 
LOVE STORIES
(that did NOT end up with a commitment into the future at the end)
A Stranger Among Us
Braveheart
Bridges of Madison County
Brokeback Mountain
Casablanca
City of Angels
Duel in the Sun
Gone with the Wind
Legends of the Fall
Mr. Jones
Out of Africa
Portrait of Jenny
Roman Holiday
Somersby
Story of Three Loves (The Jealous Lover, Mademoiselle)
Sunset Boulevard
The Heiress
The Horsewhisperer
The Wings of the Dove
Titanic
Witness



 
APPENDIX D
 
AVATAR
By James Cameron
2009, Starring Sam Worthington, Zoe Saldana, Sigourney Weaver
Length: 155 Minutes (Theatrical release)
Log Line: A paraplegic marine inhabits an alien body on an exotic planet and becomes torn between the alien culture and its destructive exploitation by his fellow humans.
Statement of Purpose: To prove a man of conscience and integrity can bond with and defend a race with laudable values.
Intro Image: Aerial flight over lush trees.
 
First 13 minutes
Who:
Jake Sully, wheelchair-bound former Recon Marine willing to take risks for a warrior’s life
Grace, biology/sociology expert who loves an alien race enough to fight for them
Col. Quaritch, hard-core Marine commander on alien Pandora willing to violently exterminate the natives
Parker, narrow-mined corporate head of Pandora’s mining colony focused on corporate profits
When: Future (2154 per dates on Jake’s recordings)
Where: Earth to Space to Pandora’s mining colony
What: Handicapped vet given chance for new life
Why: Unable to afford quality life on earth, he takes advantage of having identical g-nome of dead twin brother and volunteers for duty on exotic Pandora to help humans communicate with indigenous people.
 
Four related subplots:
Mining colony goals
Grace’s science
Na’vi politics & culture
Jake regains manhood as Na’vi
 
Time Line: Main story on Pandora is 4 months
 
Image repeats:
Eyes
Trees & Home Tree
Floating “Seeds” (Pure spirits from Tree of Souls)
Arrows
Helo Gunships
Manned robotic soldiers
“I see you”
“Re-breather” masks
Links (mechanical, nervous system, Na’vi fibers with creatures, ground, trees)
 
Act I
= Set-up of Ordinary World: Jake’s intro to Pandora, mining politics & his avatar
13 min Intro:
Jake takes assignment to Pandora in his twin’s place to use his marine skills
18 min Inciting Incident: Jake emotionally bonds with his healthy & whole avatar .
30 min PP I: Jake’s avatar is forced to escape into the jungle of Pandora
 
Act II = Life 180 degrees: Jake learns the Na’vi way of life and falls in love
46 min
Pinch I:
As Moat judges,
Jake fears rejection by the Na’vi (thus would be a failure)
81 min Mid-Point: Jake passes his test and accepted into the Na’vi clan then mates with Neytiri
97 min Pinch II: Jake desperately proclaims his love for Neytiri and the clan
104 min PPII: Colonel’s forces destroy Home Tree, then he “pulls the plug” on the avatars
 
Act III
= Resolution: Jake leading the Na’vi in battle with humans and winning
135 min Climax:
Jake as the Toruk-Macto leads all the Na’vi on attack of Colonel’s forces
155 min Commitment: Jake’s last report
After-story:
Jake
abandons his human body for permanent life as a Na’vi
 
Dialogue Notes:
Jake’s self-deprecating tone & marine jargon
Col. Quaritch tough military narrow-minded tone
Parker’s whiny yet corporate arrogance
Grace’s intellectual arrogance
Na’vi cadence
 
Alpha Character posturing differences:
Jake vs. Quaritch vs. Tsu’tey vs. Norm (note his confidence evolution from subordinate to leader)
Neytiri vs. Tsu’tey vs. Jake (note her softening as she accepts Jake and falls in love)
Grace vs. Parker & Quaritch (note tone & demeanor as jockeying for superiority control)
 
Supporting cast Unique Character Gems:
Grace, Norm, Parker, Trudy, Max
Tsu’tey, E’tukan, Mo’at
 
Background effects, the nuances of aura:
Pandora (especially at night) with variety, lushness & threatening environment
Colony & strip mining operation
Home tree
Tree of Souls
 
Elements from Other Genres: Sci-Fi/Fantasy, Inspirational, Action-Adventure, Western
 
Question: Since survival of a species was the theme of the humans mining “Unobtanium” for the over-crowded dying Earth and the exploited Na’vi and their Pandora, did you ever empathize with the selfish humans?
 
Appearance or reference to recurrence of Evil Theme in Min: greedy, arrogant Culture epitomized by the narrow-minded Quaritch and his military is in BOLD. I’ve italicized pages with romantic elements and italicized & bold elements of the Relationship Plane.
 
Act I
= Set-up of Ordinary World: Jake’s intro to Pandora, mining politics & his avatar
1 Eyes open in capsule with V. O. about his brother (establish pattern of V.O.)
2 Jake at Tommy’s funeral cremation with men making job offer
3 Ship to Pandora
4 Landing on Pandora, “One life ends, another begins.”
5 Soldiers disembark, Jake in wheelchair off ship
6 Marines on earth/hired guns here, enormous earth-moving equip & huge manned robot
7 Col. Quaritch addressing new arrivals about threatening Pandora’s wild life & the Na’vi
8 “Nothing like Old School lecture,” to lab with Norm
9 Jake sees his avatar “got big” “Looks like you”, told about documenting science
10 Told of Grace, as she comes out of link
11 Grace greets Norm, disgusted with Jake & tromps off to confront director
12 In control room, Grace demands, Parker points out they were lucky he’s a marine instead of a dental hygienist
13 Parker angrily points out value of Unobtanium 20 million dollars per kilo funding her research
14 Grace escorts Norm & Jake to links, “Just go into a hostile environment with no training?”
15 Jake into link, Max sees “great brain activity” Jake closes eyes, “neuro rush”
16 Jake awakens in avatar body, responds, sits wiggling toes, off cart
17 Jake stands, grinning, unsteady then joyfully running out of lab
18 Inciting Incident: Encounters other avatars playing basketball, running, deep breathes
19 Avatar Grace greets, day’s end to settle in beds, “Don’t play with that” (filaments in braid)
20 Jake wheeling in helo hangar with Trudy, “need another gun”
21 Col.
Quaritch lifting weights, recites Jake’s record then his own & about scars
22 Denigrates science, Recon “Gyrine” in avatar body, useful intel
23 “Walk & quack like a duck but report to me”, Jake agrees, “Rotate home to get your real legs back”, “Sounds good, sir”
24 Jake into link, Grace warns, on helo, flying over Pandora, landing in jungle
25 Jake dismount, gun in hand, stay, Jake wary, sees lemur
26 “Relax, Marine” then taking samples of tree roots as Jake wanders
27 Jake collapses flowers, rhino creature roars, gun up
28 Grace “Don’t shoot, hold your ground. Just territorial.” Jake charges & it stops.
29 Turns “Run to mama.” As huge black thanataur jumps behind Jake “Definitely run”
30 PP I: Jake runs with thanataur on heels, dives among tree roots, gun grabbed away
 
Act II = Life 180 degrees: Jake learns the Na’vi way of life and falls in love
31 Jake chased until forced to jump into falls & river, using knife to make spear
32 Cautious thru jungle, Neytiri on limb above, notches arrow, “seed” floats to arrow, lowers
33 Trudy’s helo circling, call in due to no night ops, Jake in dark making torch, noises
34 Fire shows many stalking creatures, keeps at bay
35 Jake swings torch, 6six-legged creatures with vicious teeth come closer, attack & fight, Neytiri arrow & knife
36 Neytiri drives away, Jake watches (Look) as throws torch into water, she finds creature whimpering then clean kill while she murmurs
37 Jake “sees” iridescent foliage all around, “Thank you” but Neytiri ignores.
38-39 Impressed, Neytiri moves off, Jake follows (Jake showing Interest), “Don’t thank. Sad. Your fault!” (True meeting), “like a baby”, “Why not let kill?” “Strong heart”, “Teach me!”
40-41 Across high limb, “Where learn English?” “Go back!” Many seeds float, settle on him, Neytiri awe (Neytiri showing Interest)
42 “Come,” awkwardly follows, “What’s name?” bolo knocks off log, riders on hexapedes
43 Warriors, Tsu’tey chides Neytiri, “A sign from Eywah.” Take Jake to Home Tree
44-45 Jake brought before Na’vi, Neytiri explains to father E’tukan
46 Pinch I: As Mo’at judges,
Jake fears rejection by the Na’vi (thus would be a failure)
47 “Daughter will teach” despite Neytiri negative “attitude”, “See if insanity can be cured.” Joins in meal
48 Neytiri then Jake into tree hammocks to sleep. Grace awakens Jake in link
49 Is avatar safe? Won’t believe, colony mess hall story of thanataur chasing Jake , Quaritch “Jarhead clan?” Learn to be one of them, “You have three months until dozers get there.”
50 Parker “Learn what Blue Monkeys want”, Home Tree sits on largest deposit
51 Grace teaching pronounce names, Don’t do anything unusually stupid
52-53 Intro hexapede, & “the bond” “Forward” falls to Tsu’tey’s ridicule, Neytiri “Again.” (Engagement)
54 Jake explaining Home Tree structure overheard by Max, wheelchair to lab where packing up “Getting out of Dodge.” To Halleluiah Mountains/floating mountains of Pandora
55-56 Trudy flying helo into mist VFR with enormous earthen, vine & waterfall globs suspended in air, Jake awestruck, land isolated shelf with two “boxcar-type” labs with links
57 Jake sees Grace’s avatar photos of school, “Use me as way back into clan.”
58-59 Top of Home Tree, Neytiri calls dragon-like ikran/banchee, Bond for life. Jake envies flight (BOTH giving Permission to share & appreciate the sharing)
60-61 Jake record at link, “need rest” Days blurred, Neytiri repetitious with bow “Skoum means moron,” Norm with language “See you as into you,” run farther every day, Neytiri tracks & feel forest.
62 While recording, Grace tells “See forest through her eyes.” Neytiri jumps leaf to leaf descent with Jake clumsy effort, “Learn fast or die.”
63 Grace’s avatar back with kids, as human finds Jake asleep & puts to bed, Neytiri cchecking Jake’s stance with bow but finds correct = prolonged eye contact & back away (BOTH acknowledge Attraction)
64 Jake V.O. about “life energy” as Na’vi funeral seen, Jake stalks, downs deer-creature then kills with knife as chants. Neytiri admires & tells “You are ready” meaning to choose ikran. (She is admitting
Liking)
65-66 Hexapedes climb to thick connecting vine, “Go where the banshees are.” Jake with Na’vi & Tsu’tey scampering along “bridges”, jumps to climb up dangling vine
67 -68 Arrive at rocky top, Neytiri lands her ikran, “Jake will go first.” “How knows it chooses you?” He will try to kill you.” “Outstanding.”
69-71 Swing’s bolo checking various ikrans, one screeches back at him “Let’s dance.” Catches, onto back, Neytiri “Make the bond!” it knocks him off. Jake comes back, captures head, bonds. “Stop” Neytiri urges flight to seal, Jake says “Fly?” They dive off rocks with Jake yelling.
72 “Shut up & fly straight” levels out & Jake giving directions.
73-74 “May not be a horse guy but born to fly.”
With Neytiri, Jake wearing apparel, Shown most sacred Tree of Souls (Jake showing Liking/sharing flying)
75 Grace at links “Die to get samples”
76-77 “Stone cold killer” with Neytiri “Dive” attack by Toruk into jungle & escape, laughing. (Connection) At Home Tree Neytiri shows skull of Toruk, “Final Shadow.” Grandfather rode & only five since time began. Jake “Everything’s backward now.”
78 Lab record about confusion, shaves.
79-80 At colony, Jake meets with Quaritch, “been two weeks, thought lost you, getting legs back”, Jake wants to finish & go through test of manhood, to be accepted & negotiate truce. “Get it done, Corporal.”
81 Mid-Point: Neytiri paints Jake & he is accepted as Omatacaya by E’tukah then all people link, Neytiri & Jake to “Tree of Voices”
82-83 Link fibers to hear the voices of ancestors, Neytiri “You are Na’vi & can choose a woman.” She lists he rejects “I’ve already chosen but she must choose me.” “She already has.” (BOTH admit LOVE)
84 Kiss, embrace, beginning to mate “for life” (commitment), Jake awakens in link “What the hell are you doing, Jakie?”
85 Neytiri awakens in Jake arms to tress being dozed, cannot awaken Jake
86 Jake at link with Grace forcing food on him & he gulps then quickly transfers.
87-88 “Wake up, Jake!” He jumps up, waving arms, driver stops, Parker pushes control forward “See? He moved.” Jake scrambles up dozer with rock to smash cameras, gunfire, & Jake & Neytiri escape. Tsu’tey & riders see devastation.
89 Quaritch with Parker watching tape & recognizes Jake “Get me a pilot.” Na’vi at Home Tree talk of war with Grace trying to calm.
90 Jake & Neytiri arrive to speak. Tsu’tey “You mated with this woman?” Neytiri “Before Eywah” “Not my brother.” “Not your enemy. They’re out there & very powerful.” Looks at Neytiri “Words are stone in my heart.”
91-92 Quaritch at link, pushes past Norm, hits Grace’s link & she drops. “I was sent—” Jake’s link hit & he drops. Tsu’tey starts to cut throat but Neytiri knocks him away & protects (misunderstanding). Jake awakens at link “Out of your mind?” “Crossed the line. Get a little tail?” “Listen to Grace!”
93-94 Grace tells of tree link & communication system more than human brain. Parker sarcastic “Just trees.” Quaritch plays Jake recording that Na’vi won’t negotiate & never leave Home Tree.
95-96 Quaritch proposes to Parker gas first then blast the tree. He agrees. Trudy tells lab rolling gunships. Grace tries to reason with Parker “Families, children, babies.” He allows to link back to avatars “One hour to get them to move.”
97-98
Pinch II: Jake addresses people telling “The sky people are coming to destroy Home Tree.” Mo’at “You are certain? Jake explains why he came then desperately proclaims his love for Neytiri and the clan, but is rejected & tied up. Neytiri heart-broken by betrayal. (Separation & Relationship Tension Increase)
99-102 Helos & Quaritch’s ship appear above where Jake & Grace tied up, Na’vi shoot ineffective arrows, gas canisters lobbed into Home Tree scattering the people & hexapedes, Quaritch sees Jake “Diplomacy failed. Fire the incendiaries.” Explosions, people running “Scatter the roaches.” Mo’at frees Jake & Grace “Help us.”
103 Quaritch “Bring it down.” Trudy backs off and flies away.
104
PPII: Switch to missiles (to bring down columns & fell Home Tree) Warriors to ikrans, blast staggers E’tukan
 
Act III
= Resolution: Jake leading the Na’vi in battle with humans and winning
105 People running, staring in disbelief
106 Quartich “Good work, drinks on me” Ships fly away, Neytiri finds dying father pierced by wood
107 E’tukan gives her his bow “Protect the people” dies as Jake arrives “Sorry” Neytiri screams “Get Away.”
108 Parker has links cut. Grace falls among escaping people then lone Jake falls, pulled from links fighting.
109-110 Jake, Grace & Norm in lock-up, Trudy brings food cart then knocks out guard & Max releases, racing along corridors to get to helo bay.
111 Controller alerts Quaritch who recognizes wheelchair, grabs rifle, burst out door firing as copter takes off
112 Grace wounded “Ruin my whole day”, fly to labs, Norm avatar help attach ropes to fly one with links to near “Tree of Souls.”
113-114 Jake Injects into pale Grace “Why would they help us?” Lab set down. Jake to link without plan.
115-116 Jake awakens in gray burned world “Take it to new level” His ikran lands, flying above Toruk & dives then leaps onto back.
117 At Tree of Souls, linked people singing. Shadow stops as Toruk descends & lands, people in awe.
118 Tsu’tey recognizes as Toruk Macto, Neytiri “I see you” & they touch with love (Both acknowledge NEED for one another), asks Tsu’tey to address the people.
119 Tsu’tey “I will fly with you.” “Grace is dying”, Carry to tree “I need to take some samples.”
120-122 Mo’at instruct power from human to avatar “but very weak.” People chant as fibers invade, then light darkens, Grace briefly sees Eywah then gone. “Wounds too great.”
123-124 Jake addresses with Tsu’tey translating. “Stop the sky people who killed their own mother Earth, Cannot take our land. Call all the other clans. Tell Toruk Macto calls them.”
125-126 All mount ikrans, Neytiri with Jake on Toruk, to plains people then to ikran people of Eastern Seas.
127-128 Quaritch lecturing to packed hall at colony about gathering Na’vi soon 20,000 & over-run, “think they are protected by their deity but we will destroy.”
129 Max reporting on mobilization Trudy hoping not martyrdom, “keep them from Tree of Souls”, “bring the fight to us, our advantage”
130 Jake to Tree of Souls to link & pray asking for help. Neytiri overhears. & says “She protect balance of life” “I had to ask.”
131-134
Position for attack, Jake leading ikran (with Tsu’tey & Neytiri), Norm with hexapede warriors against foot soldiers & mechanical robots
135-144 Climax: Battle of ikran attacking copters, Trudy shooting at Quaritch & shot down, Norm on ground with hexapede turned back, Tsu’tey jumps on bomb ship but is shot & falls into jungle below, Neytiri chased by copter with her ikran hit & killed, Jake telling “fall back”, ground troops stop then are attacked by line of rhino-like creatures as Jake sees waves of solo ikran descending, Neytiri screaming “Eywah has heard you!” Neytiri finds thanataur bowing to her.
145-151 Jake cripples bomb ship which crashes, then goes after Quartitch’s, ends up falling into forest using trip through leaves as Neytiri taught. Quaritch into mechanical robot jumps from plane and, as crashes, sees link lab through foliage. As Quaritch approaches, Neytiri coming through forest on thanataur that leaps on him. Quartich finally viciously knifes thanataur trapping Neytiri. Jake arrives & they fight. “You think you are one of them? Time to wake up.” One of links smashed, Jake attacks. As Quaritch holds to kill, Neytiri shoots two arrows into him, Quaritch dies.
152 Neytiri can’t arouse Jake avatar. Jake out of link, falls to floor & gasps final breath. Neytiri into lab & places mask over his face calling “My Jake.” He awakens “I see you.” (Love’s Commitment )
153 Na’vi, some avatar people & some humans have colonists (including Parker) lined up loading onto transports to send back to earth.
154 Commitment: Jake V.O. “Time of great sorrow ended so Toruk Macto not needed” See Toruk flying free. Jake last recording “don’t want to be late for my own birthday party.”
After-story: Na’vi chanting with Mo’at & Neytiri over Jake’s human & avatar bodies at Tree of Souls.
Jake
abandons his human body for permanent life as a Na’vi.
 
Note: Note that though this movie is 155 pages/minutes, the overall paradigm and balance of 1/4 Act I, ½ Act II, and 1/4 Act II still works. The pacing of the romance also paces appropriately and the POV is consistently Jake Sully’s even though the cast is large.
 
THE LAST OF THE MOHICANS
By Michael Mann, John Balderston, Paul Perez, Chris Crowe, Hunt Lowry
1992, Starring Daniel Day-Lewis, Madeleine Stowe, Russell Means, Wes Studi
Length: 104 minutes
Log Line: A legendary frontiersman wins the love of a courageous young woman and defends her from a vengeful Indian.
Statement of Purpose: To prove strength of character will triumph to win love and maintain integrity even in a brutal frontier circumstance.
Intro Image: Aerial view of huge range of forested, misty mountains.
 
First 10 minutes
Who:
Nathaniel Poe, ideal confident frontiersman
Uncas, athletic, respectful young Indian
Chingachgook wise, tolerant Indian father
Duncan, assured, arrogant British Major
Cora, genteel, confident, courageous Colonial lady
When: Colonial Frontier during French & Indian Wars (1757)
Where: Frontier of New York province
What: Colonists along the frontier called to join the British forces at Ft. William Henry
Why: French have recruited several New England tribes to join their assault on British occupation.
 
Four related subplots:
Cora & Duncan
Magua’s manipulations
British-French tactics
Alice’s dependence
 
Time Line: Approximately two weeks the summer of 1757
 
Image repeats:
Juxtaposition of silence to sudden sound
Drums
Flags
Military protocol
Nathaniel’s Mohican history belt
Flintlock rifle
Indian war ax
Threatening water
 
Act I = Set-up of Ordinary World Frontier life dissolving into violence.
8 min Inciting Incident
(Note: not “standard” Intro of 10-min): Magua to be guide (for ambush)
10 min Intro: Colonial life of frontiersmen, civilized townspeople & military
15 min
PP I:
Munro girls & British escort ambushed by Indians
 
Act II = Life 180 degrees: Survival trek to then away from doomed Ft. William Henry
35 min
Pinch I:
Enter hopelessly embattled fort
51 min Mid-Point: Nathaniel & Cora admit and act on love
73 min Pinch II: Nathaniel rescue Cora from column’s slaughter
80 min PPII: Nathaniel must leave Cora to Magua for any chance at eventually saving her
 
Act III = Resolution: Rescue from Magua and his retribution
96 min Climax:
Uncas, then Nathaniel and Chingchagook attack the war party
101 min Commitment: Nathaniel returns to Cora to turn her away from the carnage
After-story: After prayers for Uncas’ afterlife, three survivors look out over mountains.
 
Dialogue Notes:
Clipped British accents (but not consistent) vs. American “twang”
Native American stilted cadence
Munro’s Scottish inflection
Authentic French accents (French-Canadian actors hired)
 
Alpha Character posturing differences:
Nathaniel vs. Duncan vs. Colonial friends
Nathaniel vs. Uncas vs. Chingchagook vs. Huron Sachem
Duncan vs. Webb vs. Munro
Montcalm vs. Magua vs. Munro
Magua vs. Duncan vs. Nathaniel
Cora vs. Alice.
 
Supporting cast Unique Character Gems:
Alice
Uncas
Chingchagook
Munro
Montcalm
Huron Sachem
 
Background effects, the nuances of aura:
Lush forest, rugged mountainous terrain, isolated cabin homestead
INT & EXT of Fort William Henry, the lake-river-falls scenes
 
Elements from Other Genres: Romance, Western, Action-Adventure
 
Questions: Was there any point you did not believe the story authentic and true to the time period?
 
Appearance or reference to recurrence of Evil Theme in Minutes: Savage vengeance in time of war with Indian/Magua appearance in BOLD. This is another film that has a definable romance embedded in its events, thus those events as discussed in Chapter 9 have been italicized. The use of abrupt sound effects has been noted with underlining.
 
Act I = Set-up of Ordinary World: Frontier life dissolving into violence.
1 Men running in forest, deer is hot but death respected by Native Americans.
2 Cameron cabin at night, talk of French & Indian war, call for militia
3 Nathaniel talks of Kentucky, gathering of neighbors & Indians
4 Arrogant British soldier asking settlers to volunteer as British subjects, Nathaniel: “Not subject to much at all.”
5 Some will go to Albany & fill county levee, unimpressed Nathaniel & Uncas play field hockey
6 Coach & escort of Major Duncan Heywood, arrives to hear militia demands & General Webb promises
7 Reports for duty & sarcastic, Webb: “To Fort William Henry while I take 60th to Fort Edward.”
8 Inciting Incident: Webb denigrating French, calls Magua forward as guide, Munro daughters waiting.
9 Duncan tells Magua 6 a.m. sharp, Duncan rides to house, finds Cora, “Good to see you”
10 Picnic table in field: Cora awkward, friendship & respect, rely on father’s judgment
11 Duncan asks Cora to consider proposal, silly Alice calls out, “What an adventure!”
12 Soldiers marching, drums & flags, sisters mounted, into forest, “Women tired.” Magua sarcastic
13 Chingachgook, Uncas & Nathaniel tracking separately thru forest, check fire pit
14 Three look more concerned, tracking, Magua backtracking along column, tomahawk out & hacks soldier
15-18 PP I: Firing from brush, Indians anticipate at “Fire!” Indians attack, girls off horses (Cora covering Alice’s head), vicious fighting, Duncan valiantly defends position, Indians dropping & look to brush, (MEETING) Nathaniel sees Magua aim at Cora & brings rifle up but Magua’s gone, stops Duncan from shooting Chingchagook who kills escaping Indian, Uncas drives off horses to Alice’s “No!” “Why?” “Ask him.” “Leaves tracks.” Take to forest, “walk fast unless wait for next raiding party”, Cora picks up pistol.
 
Act II = Life 180 degrees: Survival trek to then away from doomed Ft. William Henry
19-21 Trekking by river falls, climbing, Uncas watches Alice, Duncan thanks scout but Nathaniel corrects him, “How can you go west to Kentucky?” “Head north and turn left sudden-like ‘cause not your damn militia.”
22-24 Sudden silence as approach homestead clearing, burned cabin, Uncas touches dead Alexandra, scan charred building, Uncas in midst, shown leg-foot of dead child, Chingchagook identify print of Ottowa & 2 French, raiding party, walking when Cora challenges to bury& challenges Nathaniel’s “cruel indifference”, backs as he turns on her. “Not strangers & stay as lie.” (really
LOOK)
25-26 Night in forest, Cora to Nathanial position (INTEREST), “Why?” “Sign of our passing.” Apologizes, Nathaniel “Expected, father—Chingachgook—told breed apart & try not to understand”, “Breed apart?” Cocks rifle, everybody hunkers down.
27 Ottawa & French approach but stop & refuse closer so withdraw. “Why?” Points to
nearby
burial grounds. “Make allowance.”
28-30 Nathanial tells of parents, trappers (personal sharing/ENGAGEMENT), Chingachgook at age 1 or 2, English school, “Why defenseless place?” “Indentured poor homestead answering to no one, John & Alexandra Cameron. Stars & Native American legend, so there’s monument to Camerons & my parents.” Cora: “I don’t understand but stirring to my blood.” (admitting PERMISSION) When she turns on side away, Nathaniel studies her.
31 Move thru dark forest, still cautious, Duncan encourages weakening Alice, Uncas sees distant Indian tracking them.
32-34 Sudden distant cannon sounds.
Nighttime, French cannon lines, canoe on lake with women & Nathaniel in lake swimming alongside, explosions & smoke light up night, workers digging trenches, lining up cannon angle, men killed, canoe at shore, disembark below cannonade, approach fort with kilted British troops & torches
35-36. Pinch I: Sudden nearby explosions,
Enter fort chaos, Militia friends: “Hello, boys!” “See how doing & need to talk to you”, weepy Alice forward with “Papa!” “What are you doing here, gels? Where my reinforcements?” Duncan: “Webb has no idea, attack en route”. Munro thanks three. “Powder supplies?” “Indebted”. Cora & Alice with Dr. Phelps.
37-39 “Situation?” “Bigger, more guns, digging closer, days.” “Webb’s at Edward, not Albany.” Nathaniel “Cameron’s cabin, murder by Ottawa ally of French” “So?” “Will attack up & down frontier. Men here have families,” “You are dismissed,” Duncan: “No one spared, things done,” Munro: “Subordinate to interests of the Crown.”
40-41 Sudden children singing. French encampment. Montcalm with Ottawa then Magua approach, “How are things?” Report on Ft. Edward & dead couriers. Montcalm “Two women escorted into Ft. Wm Henry.” “Will have under knife again.” “Why hate Gray Hair?” “Carve out his heart, wipe seed from the earth.”
42 Nathaniel to infirmary as Cora bandages Uncas. “Done holding hands?” Takes piece silk cloth, hesitates, looks. Cora: “What looking at?” “Why you, Miss?” Smile to smile. (ATTRACTION)
43-44 Nathaniel & Uncas at fort wall with militia, dispatch runner ready, “silk gives another 40 yards”, men ready guns, runner into woods, Nathaniel & Uncas shoot attackers until longest shot made by patient Nathaniel
45-46 Cora overhears argument to release militia, “Nat word gospel & here longer than you”, Nathaniel: “Agreement with Webb. What saw, Major?” “Nothing to warrant releasing these men.” Nathaniel: “Better with the French.” “Sedition! See you hanged.” “Some day have a real disagreement.” Munro dictates threat of punishment of prison or shot .
47 Duncan to Cora, Wimpy Alice rises & leaves, Duncan: “When back in England won’t matter,” Cora: “Persist but answer No!”
48-49 Scenes of fort at night: Singing, comforting wounded, Indians smoking, as militia meet with Nathaniel, “Right to protect settlements”, “British no longer sovereign, absolutism, each man his own.” Nathaniel: “North then clear pickets by dawn,” “Staying?” “Reason have striped skirt & work in infirmary?” “It does & better lookin’ than you.” (admit
LIKING)
50 Nathaniel addresses Mohawk who is staying because gave word, Cora with man as he dies, exhausted & stands, looks around at waiting needy, leaves.
51-53 Mid-Point: Nathaniel stops in fort grounds when sees Cora, walks by, taking her hand (CONNECTION), Secluded beyond dancing, couple look, touch, kiss turning into heavy petting, savoring embraces, insinuate making love, Nathaniel calmly holds her at dawn.
54-55 Sudden sounds of break-in, Nathaniel, Uncas, Chingachgook on their feet as soldiers invade quarters with handcuffs, Chingachgook: Asks & Nathaniel tells of helping friends leave. Cora defend to father, not guilty of sedition since stayed, “Duncan, you spoke falsely.” “Shouldn’t ask you to speak for him”. “He didn’t.” “Defend because infatuated”, “Think poorly of you now”. Munro: “Cora!” “Justice? Better with the French. Makes me guilty, too.”
56 Cora to Nathaniel’s cell. “Going to hang you. Why didn’t leave, too?” “All interested in is here. Fort will fall, stay with officers. I will find you. Promise to stay with officers.” (MISUNDERSTAND). “All the world’s on fire.”
57-58 Sudden cannons firing, walls exploding. French at gate with white flag, in prison Nathaniel reminds Cora, morning dawns with drums & British marching to French lines & flags. Munro & Montcalm face one another.
59-61 Bowing formally in greeting, “Listen to my terms of surrender”, “See size of Webb’s forces?” “Intercepted dispatches”, junior officer reads aloud in English, Webb can’t send & suggests surrender, Duncan takes dispatch “Yes, Webb’s signature. Men rather die.” Montcalm asks “Listen to terms, no prison, keep guns, men leave, colonists home.” Munro: “Disappoint another British officer (Webb) not support.”
62-65 Maugua with French Indians watching//Sudden night quiet)
Montcalm with squad, consult with Magua, “Hatchet not red. Friends with British?” Montcalm: “Ordered to make peace.” Magua: “Village burned, children killed, wife married another, all because of the Gray Hair. Became blood-brother to Mohawk but always Huron. Believe Gray Hair?” “But not Webb.”
66 Sudden drums beating Soldiers marching in long line from fort mixed with civilians & wounded, Cora & Alice ride tandem on horse, all march by French soldiers & Montcalm, Munro: “The fort is yours.” Nathaniel among cuffed prisoners with Uncas & Chingachgook alongside.
67-70 All marching on narrow road through forest-lined field, watched from trees by outlined Indians, solo braves charge line to hack at soldiers, soldiers form up, but being shot down, all nervous watching trees, Nathaniel straining to see Cora ahead, increased rifle firing from trees as Indians charge up and down the line on both sides, brutal fighting, Nathaniel removes cuffs & Chingachgook gives rifle as the three weave through fighting toward Cora.
71 Cora & Alice off horse but protectors killed, Cora shoots Indian, Alice freaking, Nathaniel, Uncas, Chingchagook running & cutting down Indians en route, Duncan’s troops decimated at lakeside.
72 Magua sees Munro & shoots his horse, bends over him announcing vengeance then cuts out & holds up Munro’s heart.
73
Pinch II: Indian holds Alice as Cora attacks & he knocks her away, running Nathaniel screams her name, as Indian holds Cora to cut throat Nathaniel clubs him then collects Cora & hugs. Chingachgook gets Alice and Uncas leads way through battle.
74 At lakeside fighting, Nathaniel sees canoes, women into boat, paddling through mist, Duncan aiming. Nathaniel: “Nothing better to do on the lake today, Major?” “I’ll see you hang!” All paddle intensely.
75-76 “To the river”, paddling into river’s current, over first short falls, hearing louder falls, to shore, climbing out & shoving canoes over falls.
77-78 Walking behind curtain of torrential water into cave, Nathaniel: “Hope think gone over falls and pass by. If not, forgo the pleasure of my hanging”, directs Uncas to keep eye on backtrail cave entrance, all powder wet, Cora asks about father, Nathaniel holds her as whispers in her ear, devastated, “Don’t tell Alice.” Continue to hold one another
79 Alice mesmerized by falls, Uncas grabs back and holds, cherishes her.
80
PPII:
Magua’s trackers with torches approach, Uncas to cave. Native American language exchanges, Cora: “Yes, go!” “If stay, no chance.” Duncan: “Coward!” Cora: “If one something of other lives, too.” Nathaniel: “You stay alive no matter what. I will find you.” Long stare before runs & jumps. (SEPARATION)
 
Act III = Resolution: Rescue from Magua and his retribution
82-83 Cora resigned as torches approach, Alice clutches her, Strike Duncan & kill young soldier, Magua fingers Cora’s hair speaking in Native American, binding wrists, lead away.
84 Sudden roiling water, POV struggle in rapids, Uncas & Nathaniel hold out rifle & caught by Chingachgook who is hauled to rocks. Up and running.
85 Indians lead prisoners, Cora falls into foliage, Nathaniel, Uncas, Chingachgook keep at run up barren rocks, Higher up trail Indians lead tiring prisoners, Nathaniel finds Cora’s broken foliage & running (INCREASE). Maintaining fast pace thru forest.
86-87 Indian women help elderly Huron Sachem to seat in front of his people, addresses Magua with prisoners, Nathaniel, Uncas, Chingchagook arrive at look-out point, watch Indians excited movement toward action. Magua tells “Bring gift of soldier & women to burn in fires,” reacts to distant warrior whooping.
88-90 Nathaniel enter carrying beaded belt, shoved, slashed, bashed over head, pushed into Magua, tells Duncan to repeat in French: “Let go free to reduce anger”, Magua argues in French “Now French also fear Huron”, Nathaniel accuse “Want to become like whites infected with sickness of greed, become what twisted him. I am son of the Mohican, Long Carabine, Take me for her (NEED), my death an honor.”
91-92 Magua: “You speak poison.” Sachem shuts him. “What Huron to do? You not Huron!” Hesitates. Orders Magua take younger, return officer, burn dark haired one & “Long Carabine” go free. Duncan asks them to take him for Cora. Magua curses Sachem as grabs Alice. Nathaniel. “Did you tell me for her?” Indians grab Duncan “For God’s sake, take her & leave.” Cora screaming for Duncan as Nathaniel drags her away.
93 Uncas watches Magua with Alice, hand to Chingachgook’s shoulder and leaves father to follow Magua.
94 Warrior cheering as Duncan tied to frame & raised above fire, screaming. Nathaniel to hiding place, raises gun (as Cora looks away) and ends Duncan’s agony. They begin climb up slope away from camp.
95 Uncas climbing. Far from him Chingachgook, Nathaniel & Cora climb. Sweeping view of mountains to trail along ledge where war party leads Alice
96-101 Climax: Uncas takes out front four Indians, faces Magua (older, more experienced fighter) slashes & onto rocky outcropping, Alice fearful, Magua holdsUncas then kills & shoves over cliff, Chingachgook then Nathaniel see from afar & react, Alice moves out to rocks as Magua approaches, she looks down at Uncas’s body, Magua lowers knife & beckons, she jumps. At a distance Cora screams, Magua merely waves men to move on, Chingachgook catches up with rear guard & attacks, Nathaniel shooting others. As Chingachgook continues, Nathaniel picks up unused rifles, Chingachgook confronts Magua & uses war ax to kill him.
101 Commitment: Nathaniel returns to Cora to turn her away from the carnage.
102-103 Chingachgook & Nathaniel stand on mountain top saying prayers for Uncas in his afterlife.
After-story: All three stand on mountain top looking out over the once-again peaceful wilderness.
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