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    Before You Write  
 
    FADE IN 
 
      
 
      
 
   Y ou bought this book because you’ve got a great story to tell. You even think that story will make a wonderful film that just might get produced and eventually released into movie theaters around the world. You probably think people will even pay good money to buy a ticket to see that movie based upon your screenplay. 
 
      
 
    That’s the dream, the brass ring that keeps us all on the merry-go-round of what is essentially an unpredictable career path, and there’s nothing wrong with that.  After all, dreams are the stuff that drive the creative process.  
 
      
 
    Simply put, this is a risky business. The only thing that’s guaranteed are the incredible demands upon your motivation, drive, and determination.   
 
      
 
    You’re reading this book, so I’ll assume you’re that rare individual who has a passion for story telling, who is super-humanly disciplined, who enjoys writing more than hanging out with friends, and who will not quit until you get your script sold and your movie made 
 
      
 
    Focus. Discipline. Persistence. Skill. 
 
      
 
    The first three are up to you. The last one? That’s what this book is about. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There’s nothing more important in making movies than the screenplay. 
 
      
 
    ~Richard Attenborough, Director 
 
  
 
  
   
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Preface 
 
      
 
      
 
   T his is, in essence, a classic “how-to” book. 
 
      
 
    If we were plumbers, I’d be telling you how to unclog a drain or fix a busted pipe. There might even be a couple of funky pictures of wrenches and washers. 
 
      
 
    Screenwriting is a little different. 
 
      
 
    This book is about your ideas and how to get them down on paper so that people with wads of money will spend it in the process of translating your words into sounds and images. 
 
      
 
    Be sure of one thing: making movies is the single most sophisticated and complex art form of the past 150 years.  Once sound was matched to images, once color became de rigueur at your local theater, once computerized effects became ubiquitous and financially feasible, the union of creativity and science became even more inextricable than it was when Edison created the earliest motion picture entertainment.  
 
      
 
    What other art form involves such a wide array of disciplines to achieve the desired end result?   
 
      
 
    Consider a short list: Writing. Acting. Directing. Photography. Art direction. Wardrobe design. Musical composition. Editing. Sound design. The list goes on. Just look at any “call sheet” (the daily list of scenes to be shot and the people and skills involved in producing those scenes) and you’ll see 60-150 talented individuals, each with unique skills and training to be brought to the film set on that particular day. 
 
      
 
    It’s a complex business, this movie-making.  But look at that paragraph above and you’ll see what is arguably the most important element in the film making process, the one thing all the others depend upon, the one thing that must be done before anything else can happen, before any of those other 60-150 trained and talented folks can drive to the studio and go to work. 
 
      
 
    That one task that stands above them all: Writing. 
 
      
 
    Nobody gets to go to work unless there is a script.  So what you’re involved in here is no small thing. Without the writer doing his/her job, nothing else happens. 
 
      
 
    You are the vital lynchpin to the entire movie-making process and the global film industry. 
 
      
 
    The reason I point this out in such fervent detail is to impress upon you the importance of what you, the writer, do when you face the blank page or computer screen. Not only do you need to tell a story the audience will pay money to experience and take into their hearts, minds, and imaginations, but you need to tell that story in such a way that the aforementioned 60-150 skilled and talented personnel know what they are supposed to do. 
 
      
 
    Each screenplay that goes into production is, in essence, its own “how to” book.  A script is a guide, a set of instructions for everyone from the director and actors to the makeup artist on the set. In the most simplistic terms, a screenplay that sells becomes a blueprint for the production of the movie. It’s a blueprint that must not only engage the vision of everyone who reads it, but it should also touch their creative instincts to the point where they’re willing to invest themselves—and often the course of their entire filmmaking career—into the hard work of making your movie. 
 
      
 
    This is no small thing.  If you think it’s just a matter of coming up with the next “killer idea for a movie” and then writing it all down as fast as possible before you forget those cool plot twists...think again. 
 
      
 
    Making movies is a complex matter that is so difficult that very few do it. 
 
      
 
    And it all starts with writing the script, an equally complex and challenging matter. 
 
      
 
    This book will help you unravel those complexities and give you the tools you need to write a screenplay that sells. 
 
      
 
    So...let’s go to work. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    You can’t fix a bad script after you start shooting. The problems on the page only get bigger as they move to the big screen. 
 
      
 
    ~ Howard Hawks, Director 
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    Big budget movies can have big budget perks, and small budget movies have no perks, but what the driving force is, of course, is the script. 
 
      
 
    ~ Morgan Freeman, actor 
 
    

  

  
  
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1.Reality Check 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   T hinking you might want to become a screenwriter and actually becoming a screenwriter are two different things. 
 
      
 
    Before we get into the weeds on exactly how to write a script that has a shot at getting produced, it might help to look in the mirror and ask yourself some fundamental questions to which only you have the answers. 
 
      
 
    Give these questions a bit of serious consideration, because your answers will tell you where you are in the process of finding your professional potential: 
 
      
 
    
    	 Are you someone with “a great idea for a movie” that you want to turn into an “amazing” screenplay?  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Are you aware that screenwriting involves more than simply being someone who enjoys writing or may have received praise from your high school English teacher?   
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Do you understand that of all the writing arenas, screenwriting is among the most demanding and competitive? 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Do you have a fluent command of the English language?  You don’t have to be a grammar Nazi, but you should be able to write clearly and with flair.  You need to be able to convey a major thought in as few words as possible. You need to understand the fundamentals of punctuation and have a good handle on spelling.   
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Do you have difficulty writing a simple letter demanding your money back from the grocer who sold you a rotten watermelon? Does writing anything more than your name on a birthday card give you a headache? 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Will you be able to listen to suggestions to change any number of the elements of your script, separate the good ideas from the merely critical suggestions, go home, and start at Page One again with “Fade In”?   
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Can you do all of that with a smile on your face and an understanding that the film and television business is a seriously collaborative system where everyone with two ears and a nose is allowed to express an opinion about your script? 
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Your answers to those questions will give you some indication of what you’ll face on your journey to becoming a working, professional screenwriter. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everything starts with writing. 
 
      
 
    ~ Mel Brooks, writer-director 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    2.Avoid the Big Trap 
 
      
 
      
 
   W hen it comes to taking the plunge and writing FADE IN, that’s a serious commitment. 
 
      
 
    The question we all face is: will we fulfill that commitment and push on until we write FADE OUT? 
 
      
 
    Trust me on this: writing a screenplay that sells is well within your reach.  
 
      
 
    That doesn’t mean it’s going to be easy, but you can be sure of one thing: Letting yourself fall into the all-too-easy trap of procrastination will make it impossible. 
 
      
 
    So how do you overcome all the distractions of life and defeat that evil demon of procrastination?  
 
      
 
    Here’s a suggestion: take a piece of paper, write down all the things that will keep you from writing FADE IN today.  Doing the laundry. Getting the car serviced. Making that dental appointment. Calling your mother. Updating your software. Once you’ve written down that list—mine runs to a full page—crumple it into a firm ball and toss it in the trash can under your desk.  
 
      
 
    Now all your excuses are gone. It’s time to start writing. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I love writing, but I hate starting. 
 
      
 
    ~ Aaron Sorkin, writer-director

  

 
   
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    3.The Magnificent Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   I  hope you’re writing a screenplay with the loftiest of ambitions. 
 
      
 
    My guess is that you’ve got a great story to tell and are willing to do the hard work required to write a screenplay that wins the attention of working producers, directors, studio development executives, and investors. 
 
      
 
    I’ll bet you love movies, follow current trends in filmmaking, and have your eye on the brass ring: a hit movie that wins awards and makes you a serious player in the world of sought-after pro screenwriters. But be aware of the realities of this career track; it’s a completely unpredictable and risky gig, this screenwriting business. Failure is routine, but success is oh, so sweet. 
 
      
 
    Achieving that success requires great skill and attention to the success of at least seven fundamental elements:  
 
      
 
    
    	 Concept: What is unique about your story? What separates it from other films in its genre? What element of your story will attract an audience?  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Theme/Premise: You must avoid derivative storylines and present a unique perspective within the genre, with a complete lack of predictability. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Structure: You need a clear-cut beginning, middle, and end. Situation setups, complication, and resolution. This is where specific devices within scenes like flashbacks, reversals, twists, and time limits come into play. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Character: The motivations of your heroes as well as those of your villains need to be identified and developed from the standpoint of goals, back-story, psychology. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Conflict: This is the very essence of the narrative, challenging the characters, progressing through levels of tension, forcing character changes. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Dialogue: Each of your characters needs a realistic and distinct “voice,” driven by specific wants, desires, and motivations. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Pacing: Your script needs the appropriate page count, with scenes that propel the action and move the plot forward; there should be a balance between dialogue and action in scenes that transition logically. 
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Let’s examine each of those elements more closely... 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The burden weighs upon the writer to provide for the audience, and not the other way around. Writers who scorn rather than respect their audience will never hit the long ball. 
 
      
 
    ~ Stephen J. Cannell, Writer-Producer

  

 
  
   

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    4.Concept Is Key 
 
      
 
      
 
   L et’s make one thing clear: concept is not your story.  
 
      
 
    It’s also not your plot, filled with interesting twists and turns that surprise your reader.  
 
      
 
    As a screenwriter, your audience is  
 
    the one person who opens your script and who has the power to approve it, pass it on to others for their consensus, or to give it the greenlight to production.  Of course, this is also the one person who can toss your script into the reject pile when you don’t demonstrate your concept quickly or clearly enough. 
 
      
 
    Your reader is the one person who must clearly understand what your screenplay is about and who must care what it’s about quickly.   
 
      
 
    The road to rejection is lined with good intentions, so be sure that what you intend is indeed clear on the page as early as possible. 
 
      
 
    If, for example, your concept revolves around a retired government operator with “a specific set of skills” who is on the hunt for his daughter and her kidnappers—as clearly defined in Taken, written by Luc Besson and Robert Mark Kamen—within the first dozen pages, the reader is quickly “in” on the concept of a father who will stop at nothing to rescue his only child. 
 
      
 
    You concept needs to be apparent very early in your script.  If a reader gets to page 10 or 15 with no clear idea of what the movie’s concept is...well, let’s just say that’s not a good thing. 
 
      
 
    The key to engaging readers early and to keeping them involved in your story is to articulate the larger human idea behind your movie as early as possible. 
 
      
 
    The notion of concept is actually quite simple: it’s the idea driving your story.  It’s an aerial view from high above. 
 
      
 
    Yes, concepts are broad in nature.  In fact, they can be quite superficial and tell us very little about the actual story behind your movie.  
 
      
 
    Knowing your movie’s concept may not necessarily tell us anything at all about the characters who are involved in the story. 
 
      
 
    But if your concept is clear enough, then the reader will feel immediately engaged to the point of wanting to know your characters and learning what the story actually is. 
 
      
 
    Your concept should give a clear indication of the nature of the story to be told, but it doesn’t need to tell us any specific aspects of the story. 
 
      
 
    For example, in the 2014 film written by Nick Schenk and Bill Dubuque starring Robert Downey, Jr, The Judge, the concept is simple: “what happens when the black sheep of a family returns to his childhood home and reconnects with his estranged father?” 
 
      
 
    Again, that’s not the story. It’s just the concept.  But the key to the success of this concept is that almost any reader can relate to it. After all... 
 
      
 
    Who, at some point in their lives, hasn’t been part of a discordant family? Who hasn’t felt like the black sheep? Who hasn’t been frustrated by siblings and parents? 
 
      
 
    The reader or development executive who hears that concept is very likely to ask the question every writer wants the reader to ask: what’s the story? What happens next? 
 
      
 
    So what are the concepts that get the most attention and spark the interest of producers and studio development teams? 
 
      
 
    On the one hand, familiar conflicts and settings (to which a reader can easily relate as being marketable based upon the successful box office histories of similar concepts) very often earn the attention of studios, producers, agents, and film financiers.  
 
      
 
    If you’ve written the next Spiderman sequel, you may have come up with a potential major studio film that demands attention.  Of course, if you’ve done a poor job of setting up the further conflicts and adventures challenging Peter Parker, your script will be tossed before the reader gets to the brilliant action sequences you’ve devised.  
 
      
 
    But if you’ve come up with a movie dealing with “cops and robbers” in a unique way, involving characters we’ve never seen before, resolving personal conflicts within the classic gangster movie milieu, you just may be onto something.  The movie American Gangster,  starring Denzel Washington and Russel Crowe, written by Steven Zaillian, tells the story of the rise and fall of a criminal kingpin, certainly a familiar genre dating back to the days of Key Largo starring Edward G. Robinson. 
 
      
 
    But the concept of American Gangster wasn’t just “another movie about a master drug dealer.” It was a story of two men from different worlds, each with a strong set of values in conflict with the world at large as they collide in the classic, familiar world of street crime and law enforcement. That was the “concept” that sold the script repeatedly over the nearly ten full years of its development. The rest of the elements that made American Gangster an interesting film came out of its premise: On one side of the equation, we focus on a drug dealer fighting for control of his business in the face of competition and the pressures of dealing with corrupt cops; on the other is the cop hunting him while dealing with a failed marriage and threats from those same corrupt cops.  It’s a classic Yin-Yang premise, with tension building throughout.  The casting of Denzel Washington and Russel Crowe—under the direction of Ridley Scott—immediately propelled the initial idea into the “high concept” range. 
 
      
 
    That brings up a critical question: What’s the deal with “high concept” versus “low concept? 
 
      
 
    “Low concept” scripts tend to feature extensive character development, may lack clearly identifiable villains, and on their surface may not be compelling page-turners.  This kind of material is generally more difficult to sell and requires a carefully written premise, identifiable but unique characters, and dialogue with a distinctive voice. 
 
      
 
    By way of contrast, “High concept” material packs a punch from Page One. These are often market-driven and highly visual scripts with a focus on fundamental issues of survival, danger, and passion. High concept material often focuses upon major action sequences set in the worlds of fantasy and sci-fi.   
 
      
 
    Here are a couple of fundamental “high concept” requirements: 
 
      
 
            Wide audience appeal. Defined by a majority of filmgoers who will pay to see your movie. 
 
            An original storyline that can be summed up in a three-sentence logline. 
 
      
 
    Concepts are quickly understood, because they’re broad ideas that can be pitched succinctly. That said, the key to a successful high concept screenplay lies in strong character perspectives that draw us into the story concept. 
 
      
 
    Do you want to write your story as a “high concept” screenplay?  Then try implementing these techniques as you write your script: 
 
      
 
    
    	 Ask “What if?” when you start to write. It opens up a world of possibilities. “What if” an asteroid was hurtling toward Earth with no way to stop it?  “What if” a monstrous shark living at the bottom of the Marianna Trench is lured to the surface?  And as you answer that question for yourself, it’s a simple step to ask “what if?” again throughout the script to make things ever more challenging for your hero. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Mix oil and water. Put two wildly dissimilar characters into a dangerous situation. Imagine characters who actively hate each other but they’re forced to save the other’s life in order to save their own. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Impose deadlines.  The “ticking clock” device has been widely used since the era of silent movies simply because it works to heighten tension.  Time bombs are the cliché and you’ll find them in more hit movies than you’d ever imagine. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Coming up with an intriguing, innovative set of characters and a story that moves along nicely is hard enough.  But what is even more of a challenge is presenting a concept that we either haven’t seen before or is framed in such a way that it appears (nearly) original. 
 
      
 
    The concept doesn’t address the plot, story, or characters.  It’s not the story premise.  (That’s the next step.) 
 
      
 
    Here’s how you can test the power of your concept: Can you explain it in 50 words or less?  More words than that, and it’s not focused enough to invest the time and trouble involved in writing a full-blown screenplay. Do not even think about your premise elements or start writing any script unless you can state your concept clearly and succinctly. 
 
      
 
    
     But if you can express your movie’s concept in one or two sentences and it’s something that we haven’t seen before or is framed in a genre we love so much that we’ll always pay money to experience it again, you’ve cleared a major hurdle. 
 
       
 
     Once you have your unique, compelling concept established, it’s time to move into the realm of premise... 
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If it can’t be shot and it can’t be spoken, don’t write it in your screenplay. 
 
      
 
    ~ David Mamet 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    5.Premise & Theme 
 
      
 
      
 
   W hen we start to fill in story elements with plot set up, twists, characters, and conflicts, we’re moving into the realm of premise.  That’s when specifics come into play, when we begin to get an idea of the obstacles our characters face.   
 
      
 
    The premise pulls the reader in a bit closer and delivers a sense of what goes on in the story by going into specifics of character, setting, and story progression.  
 
      
 
    In the earlier example of Taken, the premise would expand from its concept to immediately reveal Liam Neeson’s protagonist character of “Bryan Mills” as a divorced father who is working to maintain paternal contact with his daughter when he’s suddenly faced with the fact that she’s been abducted by sex traffickers.  
 
      
 
    From there, the premise would define the challenges Bryan faces in dealing with her murderous kidnappers.   
 
      
 
    Moving briefly past the notion of premise in Taken to deal with the story, we then learn how resourceful Bryan is in tracking down his daughter’s location, dispatching the movie’s antagonists, and ultimately rescuing her. 
 
      
 
    The premise, then, layers on all those details that further draw the reader into the story. 
 
      
 
    The premise is where you begin fleshing things out with your characters, their motivations, their desires and fears, and the obstacles standing between them and their objectives. 
 
      
 
    You now know the difference between concept and premise. One precedes the other. Until you can identify your concept, don’t worry about your premise. That will soon come of its own accord.  Your rock-solid concept will serve as a strong foundation for what follows and will ultimately be the launching pad for your story. 
 
      
 
      
 
    When you discover a compelling concept that intrigues you, take the time to work it up into a solid premise with a beginning, middle, and end.   
 
      
 
    This requires more than a series of “events” or great scenes. Your viable premise will then become the solid foundation upon which you can then build your story.  
 
      
 
    Your screenplay’s premise is a critical factor for success.   
 
      
 
    You must give it the same care a carpenter gives to his foundation, for everything you build from there depends upon its strength. 
 
      
 
    Once you have your premise clearly established, it’s time to ask yourself the most important question of all: What’s your story truly about? 
 
      
 
    Your screenplay must be about something. The “about” is your theme, and it drives your story forward and makes it memorable. Without your “about,” your characters will lack subtext and anything they do will have no deeper meaning within your story. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Grab ‘em by the throat and  
 
    never let ‘em go. 
 
      
 
    ~ Billy Wilder, writer-director 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    6.Structure 
 
      
 
   Y ou’ve certainly heard the word “structure” as it applies to dramatic writing.  You understand the importance of beginning, middle, and end in any short story, novel, epic poem, play, or movie.  
 
      
 
    Consider those three story-telling “moments”: 
 
      
 
    Beginning. 
 
    Characters are introduced, setting is established, and a specific problem or challenge arises to prevent your protagonist from reaching his/her principal objective.  This objective needs to be as apparent as possible, as early as possible.  
 
      
 
    One of the best ways to get things rolling is to put your protagonist-hero in an impossibly difficult or threatening circumstance within the first few pages of your script, and to then make us care about the outcome. (This requires you to know everything about your character before you start writing; more about this later.) 
 
      
 
    Middle. 
 
    Often referred to as “the inciting incident,” something has to happen to make the protagonist do something in pursuit of his/her objective.  This is where your active protagonist-hero investigates the challenge, makes plans to deal with it, gathers resources, and sets out to achieve objectives in the most active way possible. And then something happens. Plans are revealed as flawed, additional obstacles begin to apperar, insurmountable tragedy befalls our hero.  All appears lost and we’re at an absolute low point or moment of despair. And then...the hero sucks it up, develops an alternative plan of attack, realizes what’s really important, and finally summons the courage to go on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    End. 
 
    With a new plan in place, the hero forges ahead, only to discover that the new plan won’t work, that courage isn’t enough, or that the antagonist is smarter/stronger than anyone could have anticipated. Ultimately, the protagonist overcomes the final obstacle to achieve the goal or objective.   
 
      
 
    Sounds pretty simple, doesn’t it? 
 
      
 
    It’s not. 
 
      
 
    You’ll find this straightforward three act structure in almost all fiction dating back to Homer, and certainly in the majority of popular contemporary fiction, including your favorite TV shows and movies. Why? Because it works and it’s expected. Our collective cultural story sense is attuned to the struggles of protagonist-heroes, the challenges presented by antagonist-villains, and those always unforeseen circumstances.   
 
      
 
    But putting a protagonist in a pickle is only the first step, and the point at which Act One leads us forward. 
 
      
 
    Moving forward into Act Two, this is where you need to get creative and give your hero the tools to deal with that threat and to make us believe he can use those tools effectively. 
 
      
 
    But if he simply goes out and overcomes the threat, we’re going to sense that something’s missing. We’re going to feel cheated if things are too easy. 
 
      
 
    It’s only when our protagonist/hero is suddenly faced with the consequences of his/her own hubris, lack of skill, or misjudgment of the challenge that we find ourselves becoming truly interested.  Will he/she succeed?  Will they find true love? Will Earth be spared from alien domination?  
 
      
 
    If the success of our protagonist is a foregone conclusion at this point—the end of Act Two—then we’re not drawn further into the story.  
 
      
 
    Act Three reveals the protagonist-hero’s new plan of action.  As that plan moves forward, complications arise. This is the point at which we see just how heroic our protagonist is in overcoming those new challenges as he ultimately achieves the objectives established at the outset of the story. 
 
       
 
    So how do you build your structure so that you capture the reader from the outset and hold their attention through FADE OUT?  
 
      
 
    It’s simple, really: Make sure your script grabs the reader’s attention at the very beginning. Those first ten pages are the key to the reader moving on.  Establish your story premise, characters, conflict, and the stakes for your characters early, and your reader won’t be able to stop until FADE OUT. But if you’re boring, create false starts, avoid illuminating the essential characters, by page #11 your reader will likely find some other script to read. 
 
      
 
    Make your characters’ ambitions-wants-needs-objectives as clear as possible as soon as possible. Create obstacles to your characters achieving those ends. Let us know right away what your hero wants.  Make sure we give a damn about seeing them get what they want. 
 
      
 
    Be sure we have a clear picture of the period, place, and scope of the story.  If it’s the surface of Mars, say so. If it’s the back alleys of Victorian London, say so. Don’t make the reader wonder about anything. 
 
      
 
    Build tension. Create obstacles. 
 
    Make those obstacles formidable, if not impossible to overcome.  
 
    Allow your hero to figure out what it takes to overcome those obstacles and then change the rules, or the objective, or the threat. 
 
    Take your hero off-balance and then let her discover the path to success. 
 
    Throughout all of this, keep the reader off-balance too. If the reader can guess where it’s all going at any point in the story, you have a structural problem. 
 
    
     Solve that problem before you write a single line of dialogue. Structural deficiencies don’t heal themselves or improve with clever dialogue. 
 
       
 
     Your concept and premise are the foundation of your screenplay. And your structure is the framework upon which all that follows will be hung.  Make sure that framework—your structure—stands straight, square, and strong. 
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
   
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
     Writing a screenplay for me is like juggling. It’s like, how many balls can you get in the air at once?  All those ideas have to float out there to a certain point and then they’ll crystallize into a pattern. 
 
       
 
     ~ James Cameron, writer-director 
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
   

 

   
 
    7.Character Counts 
 
      
 
    
       
 
   
 
      
 
   W ithout “characters” you don’t have a story, theme, plot, or marketable screenplay.  
 
      
 
    Movies about inanimate objects remaining inanimate (that is, without “character”) just don’t get made, because you need characters to tell your story. 
 
      
 
    But not just any characters. 
 
      
 
    You need characters who need or want something.  
 
      
 
    Who have clear goals. 
 
      
 
    If  your protagonist-hero doesn’t  have clear goals, your script has a serious problem. 
 
      
 
    Without clear goals for each of your characters, your script will never be made.  
 
    Here are five danger signs that indicate your main character lacks a clear goal: 
 
      
 
    
    	 You’re having a hard time knowing what your next scene should be.  
 
    	 Your story suffers from “repeat beats“ and too much expositional dialogue. 
 
    	 Your characters are floating through the narrative without a clear resolution. 
 
    	 Your story feels “stuck”. 
 
    	 You have no idea how to get through your 3rd act and finish the script.  
 
   
 
      
 
    So how do you create clear goals for your characters? 
 
      
 
    Simplify simplify simplify.  
 
      
 
    Every movie that you love is simple at its core. It has a protagonist with a simple goal.  
 
      
 
    Let’s look at some classics from three different genres as examples: 
 
      
 
    In The Godfather, Michael’s goal is to keep the family business strong and profitable.  
 
      
 
    In Alien, Ripley’s goal is to save the ship.  
 
      
 
    In Gone With the Wind, Scarlett’s goal is to keep her home. 
 
      
 
    These are certainly different films from different cinematic eras, but they—like all successful movies—tell a story that involves clear goals for their protagonists.  
 
      
 
    Everything the protagonist does should be driven by a specific, definable objective.  
 
      
 
    The best characters in the films we love are “active.”  But what, exactly does “active” mean?  It doesn’t mean athletic or busy or running around all over the place. 
 
      
 
    It means they want something, they resolve to do something to get what they want, and their every action and every word moves them toward that objective. 
 
      
 
    The more your characters want something, the more we’ll care about them, the more we’ll root for them, the greater their conflicts, and the better your script will be. 
 
      
 
    So it’s actually no big secret. To create “active” characters, you simply need to assign to them worthwhile goals and give them the means to achieve them. 
 
      
 
    Okay, but how do you actually write those active characters?  It’s really pretty simple. 
 
      
 
    Make your character’s goals as specific as possible.  
 
      
 
    Goals that are too vague, like “discovering happiness” or “finding the meaning of life” aren’t really goals at all.  
 
      
 
    They’re simply “needs” that might influence your character’s decision to pursue a specific goal, but they aren’t the absolute, tangible crux of the thing that drives all the action forward.  
 
      
 
    If you know your characters’ goals, your story practically tells itself. That may sound preposterous, but if your character is someone you truly know (after all you created him/her), then you also know exactly what your character will do in any given set of circumstances, how they’ll react to setbacks, and exactly how far they will go to achieve their objective.  
 
      
 
    If you have that kind of personal relationship with your characters, you’ll know exactly what the ultimate scene of your screenplay is as your hero comes to a “moment of truth” and either achieves the goal or fails in a valiant effort.  
 
      
 
    In the movie Braveheart (written by Randall Wallace), for example, the character of “William Wallace” played by Mel Gibson has several “goals” throughout the film (safety, a home, a bride, community support), but his overriding need—the one thing that drives the story forward throughout—is the freedom of his countrymen from the forces of oppression as personified by the character “Longshanks.” Yes, “William Wallace” dies a horrible death late in the third act, but his death ultimately accomplishes even more than his life did: his nation’s freedom from British rule. 
 
      
 
    No professional screenwriter writes “Fade In” without knowing with considerable precision what each character’s specific goals are and what tools are available to help the character achieve them.  
 
      
 
    Without defined goals, what you have isn’t a character at all; it’s a cliché that feels like a cardboard cut-out involved in a series of disjointed events. 
 
      
 
    Without defined goals, your characters will have no reason or purpose, and your reader will simply not become engaged or care what happens (never a good thing).  
 
      
 
    Give your characters purpose and your script will have a purpose. (In the example of Braveheart, the hero’s purpose is nothing short of a successful revolution against the forces of tyranny.) 
 
      
 
    Take the time to understand your characters, to recognize their goals before you start writing. You won’t regret it.  
 
      
 
    Once your characters have clearly-defined goals, the challenge is to bring them to life within an “arc” that takes them on their journey through your story. 
 
      
 
    It’s not just an issue of letting your character start at Point A and taking him/her to Point B. That journey needs to be meaningful in a way that leads to a logical change for your character.  
 
      
 
    Successful and engaging character arcs, wherein we actually care about the character and what happens to them, are supported by whatever goals you ascribe to your characters. The achievement of goals leads to the fulfillment of your characters’ needs, the emotional drivers that are at the foundation of all the actions directed at the apparent goals. 
 
      
 
    “Needs” may feel a bit pretentious as compared to “goals,” and they’re certainly a bit more subtly conveyed when we’re sitting in the darkened movie theater munching popcorn.  Some of the more obvious “needs” we see in the best films include things like changing a preconception, realizing limitations and flaws, moving past personal desires and wants. 
 
      
 
    It’s these “needs” that are at the root of the character’s ability to reach his/her goals; once those “needs” are realized, then the goal becomes attainable. 
 
      
 
    The most memorable characters learn a valuable lesson as they overcome obstacles to their goals, finally achieving them or moving past them through an acknowledgment of a greater need. 
 
      
 
    If you’re serious about writing a screenplay that actually sells, don’t overlook the importance of fully developed characters with a clear set of objectives and their underlying needs.  
 
      
 
    Creating memorable, relatable, and dynamic characters is, I believe, the most challenging aspect of the entire screenwriting craft.  You must know your characters inside and out before you let any reader meet them. 
 
      
 
    This demands the highest level of creative focus and an absolute belief in your characters as you carry them through your storyline scene-by-scene. 
 
      
 
    How you achieve this is, arguably, not something that can be taught.  Creating believable characters means that they must be alive inside of you as you write.   
 
      
 
    Personally, whenever I’ve written characters that catch fire with producers, directors, actors, or the audience and I try to analyze my writing process, I have difficulty remembering how those characters made their way onto the page. 
 
      
 
    That’s because when I’m fully invested in my characters, they actually have a life of their own. Now this may be some form of psychological gymnastics (or a serious mental illness!), but when I’m at the point where the writing begins to “flow”, I can only describe it as some form a self-hypnotic state. I’m transported into the lives of the characters as they become real on the page.  I hear their distinct voices, feel their anxieties and frustrations, and share their resolve to achieve their objectives.  I laugh when they laugh and cry when they cry. 
 
      
 
    But that’s me, my personal and private internal technique. Yours may be completely different; whatever works in creating characters that come alive...works.  When your characters come to life for you, they’ll come to life for your reader, and you just might find yourself sitting across the desk from a producer who wants to make your movie. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I like to begin every screenplay with a burst of delusional self-confidence. It tends to fade pretty quickly, but for me there doesn’t seem to be any other way to start writing a script. 
 
      
 
    ~  Michael Arndt, screenwriter 
 
    

  

  
  
   
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    8.Conflict is Key 
 
      
 
      
 
   I f you’ve fully developed your characters and understand all the factors that motivate them in every circumstance you put them in, the next thing you absolutely must do is create conflict for them. 
 
      
 
    Nobody wants to read a script where things are easy for the characters. Why not?  Because “easy” means there is no inherent conflict and no obstacles for your characters to overcome.  And “easy” means “boring” and undramatic. 
 
      
 
    When readers open your script (and nothing sells without getting past a platoon of readers who hopefully then recommend your script to others further up the food chain), they’re looking for any reason whatsoever to quickly toss it into the “reject” pile. Your job is to avoid giving them that reason by quickly establishing conflict for your protagonist. 
 
      
 
    How do you do that? 
 
      
 
    Give your hero a major problem within the first few pages. Put him/her in a delicate or dangerous position almost immediately, and you have obvious conflict from the outset. 
 
      
 
    But be aware that “obvious” is not necessarily a good thing.  So if your hero is in immediate jeopardy—in conflict with gravity or villains—why not surprise the reader by promptly revealing that the obvious conflict isn’t the real problem at all?  Maybe this initial moment of jeopardy or conflict reveals a flaw in your hero’s character that prevents him from reaching his true objectives. 
 
      
 
    Because you now understand the importance of truly knowing your characters as well as you know yourself (always a good starting point as a writer), you can now ask yourself a critical question: “What stands in the way of my hero achieving his objectives?”  
 
      
 
    The answer to that one question will point to the conflict inherent in the action to come. 
 
      
 
    Without compelling conflicts, your screenplay will be a yawn.  Your characters—even your antagonists—must face the most difficult circumstances you can create.  Your job is to throw boulders in the hero’s path, to make his/her life so difficult that the reader has no idea how their goals can possibly be met.  Avoid creating that conflict—whether it’s a rite of passage, an impossible journey, a ruthless enemy, an overwhelming bureaucracy, or the crushing effects of a dysfunctional family—and your characters won’t be forced to deal with any challenges to which we can relate. 
 
      
 
    The dramatic conflict within your screenplay can either be externally generated or can arise from within your characters themselves. 
 
      
 
    What is an “external conflict”? 
 
      
 
    
    	 Alien invasions (The Day the Earth Stood Still, War of the Worlds). 
 
    	 Monsters (King Kong, Godzilla, Jaws). 
 
    	 Mother Nature (Everest, The Day After Tomorrow, Twister). 
 
    	 Difficult relationships (Romeo & Juliet, Kramer vs Kramer, Gone Girl). 
 
   
 
      
 
    On the flipside are “internal conflicts” that drive a story (and its characters) forward: 
 
      
 
    
    	 Parent-child issues (The Judge, Catch Me If You Can)   
 
    	 Mental health challenges (Taxi Driver, The Aviator). 
 
    	 Romantic obstacles (The Break-Up, Summer of ’42, The Story of Us). 
 
    	 Self-realization(Sideways, Whiplash, Silence of the Lambs). 
 
   
 
      
 
    So whether the conflict will involve fighting aliens and assuring the survival of the human race, or rising to the physical and mental challenge of surviving the grueling ascent of Mt. Everest, or winning a tough courtroom battle, your protagonist needs to be put on a perilous journey where success is never a foregone conclusion. 
 
      
 
    The appearance of conflict—whether among characters or between characters and outside elements—is directly tied in to the demands of building your story within the framework of a recognizable structure. 
 
      
 
    Your heroes will set out on a quest of sorts to achieve their objective, only to be faced with an initial set of impediments.  Once those are overcome, things must escalate in unforeseen ways; your heroes suddenly find themselves on a journey of unanticipated difficulty.  The greater the difficulty—and it can be as straightforward as convincing the girl that she should accept a proposal of marriage or as complex as becoming suddenly marooned in outer space with no way home—the greater the conflict and the more engaged the reader will be in your screenplay. 
 
      
 
    Without conflict, you don’t really have a story worth reading, and you certainly won’t have a screenplay worth buying.  Conflict is what drives the story...just as the story is told through your characters. 
 
      
 
    Those two vital elements—characters and the conflicts they face—are inextricably intertwined and dependent upon one another.  Tie the conflict (or challenge) directly to your character and your story will flow naturally. 
 
      
 
    But how does one actually accomplish this?  You need to do the following: 
 
      
 
    
    	 Make your characters’ goals crystal clear.  
 
    	 Position them in opposition to each other or put them up against forces beyond their control.  
 
    	 Clarify what they want and then make it impossible for them to get it. 
 
    	 Make sure that everything they do is in furtherance of their objective.  
 
   
 
      
 
    Every line of dialogue needs to speak to their objective, every scene in which they appear needs to move them closer to their goal. 
 
      
 
    Be tough on your characters. They must fail in their initial attempts to achieve their dreams, reach the top of the mountain, or save their marriage.  Out of those early failures, your characters will learn what they must do to succeed; that’s the point at which the reader will be rooting for them. 
 
      
 
    Put your characters in opposition to one another.  There is nothing that will kill a screenplay sale faster than a scene in which all the characters are explaining stuff to each other and agreeing upon the subsequent plan of action.  
 
      
 
    Let your characters argue and defend their point of view against other characters. Disagreements are at the soul of conflict; don’t avoid them. 
 
    Give your characters the strongest possible points of view...even if they’re misguided and dangerous. Let them have opinions about the little things and they’ll have opinions about the big things that others will attack. Greater conflicts will ensue. 
 
      
 
    Conflict is fundamentally at the heart of your story; without it you don’t have a story. 
 
      
 
    Give your characters the biggest possible problems to solve. Then let them struggle to solve them and you’ll have a script with genuine potential in today’s screenplay marketplace. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Nobody knows anything. No one person in the entire motion picture field knows for a certainty what’s going to work. Every time out it’s a guess, and, if you’re lucky, an educated one. 
 
      
 
    ~ William Goldman, screenwriter

  

 
   
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    9.Dialogue: Just Talk? 
 
      
 
      
 
   H aving read countless screenplays in my capacity as a judge at The Los Angeles International Screenplay Awards, one of the single most common failures I see is dialogue that “tries to do too much.” 
 
      
 
    When your characters speak, they need to speak from their own perspective in the moment.  They can’t possibly know everything that all the other characters know, and they can’t possibly know all that has gone before them in a particular scene or moment within that scene. When they speak like they know too much, it simply rings false. 
 
      
 
    Omniscience simply isn’t a human trait, and when it comes out in a character’s interaction (speaking) with other characters in the story, the words spoken simply ring false and sound like “writing.”   
 
      
 
    You need to know your character’s interior subtext when writing their dialogue. What they say isn’t nearly as important as what they mean or what they feel or what they’re really thinking when they speak to another character.  Sometimes the best way to write that kind of dialogue is not to write it at all. Instead, let your character do something that says more than words ever could.  Oftentimes, a lack of dialogue by way of meaningful silences, quiet reactions, and explicit actions delivers the intent of the scene more effectively. 
 
      
 
    It all comes back to the major tenet to which any screenwriter must adhere:  you’re writing for a visual medium. Pictures and sound. Images and spoken words. You simply can’t spend any screen time explaining stuff.  It’s a movie and that means we want to see  and hear what’s going on. You don’t have any room in your script for explanations of any kind. If you can’t avoid the need to to have your characters explain important stuff that we need to know so we can understand your story, then you might be better off writing novels, because nobody will ever buy a script full of exposition, over-wrought technical descriptions, or dialogue recounting what’s going on between your characters. 
 
      
 
    When I’m reading a script and come across dialogue in which a character says exactly what he/she thinks or feels or knows, or when that character tells us some point of information we already know from the prior words or actions of others, I take a deep breath and try to control my urge to toss the script into the smoldering pile of ash I keep under my desk for just such moments.  If I’m successful in fighting that instinct, I then write “OTN” in the margin to indicate that the dialogue is “on the nose” and takes me completely out of the story. 
 
      
 
    That’s a bad thing if you’re trying to sell your script, because studio readers, development executives, producers, directors, and actors worth their salt will have the same reaction and scribble the same three letters across your pages: OTN. 
 
      
 
    Expositional dialogue—spoken words that attempt to tell the story to the reader rather than show what is going on—is a dagger through the heart of a script.  You simply cannot allow your characters to articulate their feelings without some underlying subtext or intention. Your characters cannot summarize or explain anything if you hope to keep the reader reading. 
 
      
 
    Look at your own life and the people you interact with on a daily basis. Do all those folks always say exactly what they mean?  Or do they beat around the bush, avoid conflict, say the opposite of what they mean, and drop hints as to their objectives?  That’s how the characters in your screenplay need to speak as well.  
 
      
 
    Don’t make it easy for your characters to say what they mean. Let them be clumsy, awkward, and inarticulate. Let them say the wrong thing at the wrong time, and your reader will love them because they’ll be real and you’ll be that much closer to selling your script to a discriminating buyer. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    You can’t predict if a show is going to work or not until it’s on the air. 
 
      
 
    ~ Aaron Spelling, writer-producer 
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    10.Pacing: Move It! 
 
      
 
      
 
   O ne of the first and most obvious indicators of a screenplay that is ready for the professional marketplace is that it reads like a runaway train. 
 
      
 
    It has pace, and the reader had better be on his/her game if they intend to keep up with the story. 
 
      
 
    A script that has energy, speed, rhythm, and pace feels like a movie.  Movies are emotional experiences for the viewer. We need to be engaged in the characters, believe the situation, and care about the stakes, all of which will make us care and pay attention. 
 
      
 
    Your job as a writer is nothing less than making the reader (and the ultimate buyer of your screenplay) care about what they’re reading. 
 
      
 
    How do you accomplish that? 
 
      
 
    Pacing is an elusive quality. As one who reads enough scripts each year to cause brain damage, I can only tell you this: you sit up and take notice when it’s not there  because you find your attention wandering.  When the pacing is there, it’s almost invisible; when the pacing sucks, you’ll know it because your eyelids will be getting heavy. 
 
      
 
    Behind your efforts to build in great pacing, always keep in mind that the reader needs to be emotionally engaged, and your script should reflect the emotions you’re trying to elicit.   
 
      
 
    A car chase scene, for example, needs to put the reader on the edge of his seat and force him to hold his breath. It can’t be written with the same pace as a love scene. 
 
      
 
    On the other hand, a love scene might take its time and lead us to a moment of passion one step at a time, with pauses and false starts...and then eventually end with a kiss. 
 
      
 
    Pacing also relates to the ability of your reader to get through your script in “film time” as though he/she is actually seeing your movie.  Because the industry standard is to budget a script at one minute of running time for each page of script, your pages need to read that quickly: a minute to read any page. More than that, and you’re putting too many words on the page. 
 
      
 
    If you write pages that look like Moby Dick with long, dense paragraphs of scene descriptions or florid stage directions, I can promise you this: nobody will read that stuff. They’ll go straight to the lines on the page with the widest margins: the dialogue.  And if your dialogue doesn’t tell the story on its own...your script stumbles at the starting gate.   
 
      
 
    When it comes to pacing, consider your screenplay’s word count. Less is more.  The fewer words you use to tell your story, the faster it will read and the more any reader will like it, simply because it reads with pace. 
 
      
 
    The page count of any script is always an issue in the real world of today’s professional screenplay marketplace. Many experienced readers will pick up a script, weigh it in their hand, and feel its heft. More often than not, that exercise alone can tell them a lot. A heavy script means a lot of pages, and usually indicates an undisciplined writer who over-explains and fails to write with energy and pace. 
 
      
 
    My personal recommendation is to never submit a script longer than 110 pages.  If you’ve written with proper scene construction and pacing, that will translate to 110 minutes of screen time.  Nearly two full hours.  
 
      
 
    The longer a movie is, the more it costs to produce. The longer a movie is, the fewer showings a theater owner can count on in a given day.  For that simple reason—audience turnover and popcorn sales—exhibitors prefer movies to be approximately 90 minutes in length. And what exhibitors want is what studios want to produce. 
 
      
 
    But what if your story is simply “too big” to be constrained to a mere 110 pages or less? 
 
      
 
    In that case, you need to trim your script. Find those scenes that start at the beginning and chop off the first third. Nobody wants to see your protagonist walk into the room, find a seat, then turn to the villain and challenge him. Just open the scene with the challenge, shave those unnecessary lines of dialogue, start your scenes in the middle, and you’ll be writing good, tight scenes with pacing that pulls the reader through the script like it’s a burning building. 
 
      
 
    Once you’ve trimmed each and every scene so that the reader can barely keep up with things, look for those scenes that are simply distractions from your major storyline. You need to have a very firm understanding of what your story is about and eliminate everything in your script that doesn’t have a direct relationship to those elements. Subplots are fine...but they need to directly support and drive your principal story. If they don’t, cut them. 
 
      
 
    As you write your script, think of pacing like a film editor.  A good editor leaves a lot of stuff on the cutting room floor. Why?  Because he doesn’t need every frame of film to tell your story. Extraneous moments only slow everything down. 
 
      
 
    Some simple tricks to create dynamic pacing that engages your reader: 
 
      
 
    
    	 Trim all scenes by one-third (usually the first third of any scene should be cut). 
 
    	 Trim every line of dialogue by one-third (eliminate adverbs and adjectives; people don’t speak that way) 
 
    	 Don’t let your characters ramble on. Get to the point. 
 
    	 Stay on point. If it’s not driving your primary storyline, it’s just an anchor. 
 
    	 Cut any scene that doesn’t tell us something new. 
 
    	 Be sure that something seriously “big” happens within the first ten pages. 
 
   
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If you make the movie from your heart and it stands over time, that’s what matters to me. 
 
      
 
    ~ Oliver Stone, writer-director 
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    11. Before FADE OUT 
 
      
 
      
 
   N obody said this screenwriting stuff was easy. 
 
      
 
    This could easily be a 300-page book, but who needs another doorstop? 
 
      
 
    In summing up, I just want to remind you of some basics that will go a long way toward taking your scripts to the professional level: 
 
    
    	 You must read as many produced screenplays as you can get your hands on.  
 
    	 You must write with industry standard formatting.  
 
    	 You must be able to sum up your screenplay in a short and succinct logline. If you can’t, your script can’t be sold. 
 
    	 Never submit your material to anyone unless it is 100% typo-free and written grammatically with accurate spelling. 
 
    	 Enter at least one good screenwriting contest to see how you stack up against other writers (I’m partial to The Los Angeles International Screenplay Awards, since I sit on the judging panel).  
 
    	 Invest in written analysis (not just “coverage”) of your scripts from working industry pros and follow their advice. 
 
    	 After you write your script, set it aside. Let it sit for a week.  Then go back and read it.  Now make it better. 
 
   
 
      
 
    The name of the game isn’t writing.  
 
      
 
    It’s rewriting.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I want to give the audience a hint of a scene. No more than that. Give them too much and they won’t contribute anything themselves. Give them just a suggestion and you get them working with you.  
 
      
 
    ~ Orson Welles, writer-director 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
  
   
      
 
      
 
    12. Wait! Before You Go 
 
      
 
      
 
   I  can’t let you go without reminding you of a few things you need to avoid. I’m selfishly pointing these out here because there’s nothing more depressing than seeing a really great script land in the rejection pile because the writer didn’t know these little things...and I don’t enjoy feeling depressed. 
 
      
 
    You can find the following in Stop Screwing Around and WIN Your Next Screenplay Contest (available at Amazon), but it’s stuff that’s too valuable not to include here. I want you to have the very best possible shot at getting your screenplay sold. 
 
      
 
    Many times a writer will have a terrific script with all of the elements we’ve dealt with here in place...and then they blow it by doing something lame and patently amateurish. 
 
      
 
    So please be sure that when writing your script, you do the following:  
 
      
 
    
    	 Provide your contact info. Be sure your name is on the title page, centered. Then put your phone and email address in the lower right corner of the title page. Nothing more.  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Omit WGA Registration Numbers. A WGA Registration number might impress you, but it tells the reader you don’t trust him/her and you’re ready to sue anyone who doesn’t make your movie. Don’t do it.  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Leave your logline off the cover page. Don’t even put your logline on the first inside page.  It will simply stop the reader from turning that page because they “already know what it’s all about.”   
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Avoid using artwork on a fancy cover. Professionals simply use a standard piece of paper for their script cover. Three-hole paper held together by simple brass brads.  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Omit all scene numbers. Sure, they might look really cool and give the impression your script is ready for production, but in reality they’re meaningless and distracting in a spec script.  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Do not include scene and character breakdowns or set lists. Your job is to tell a compelling story that they simply can’t put down until they read FADE OUT. Nothing more. Breakdowns and lists are somebody else’s job. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Do not indicate “Credits”. Your screenplay is designed to be read.  Don’t indicate in the opening pages where the onscreen titles and credits should appear. Again, that’s someone else’s job...after your movie has been made. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Use white paper only. Period. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Keep stage directions simple and short. Long paragraphs of single-spaced ink are a complete turn-off. And do not include camera directions like PAN LEFT or DOLLY IN or RACK FOCUS unless you want a director to really hate your script. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Avoid writing in a literary style.  Distract the reader with high falutin’ vocabulary, and you’ll lose him/her. This is the movie business, not a graduate course in Elizabethan Literature.  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Eliminate any and all technical vocabulary. Like the “prose and poetry” note above, the use of gratuitous technical terminology will bring the reader to a dead halt. “Gun” is better than a detailed description of unique caliber and rifle barreling. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Cut the “wrylies”. These are those little parenthetical “suggestions” in dialogue that tell the actor how to say the line; using them could be a sign that your dialogue isn’t representing your character accurately in that moment. If you find more than four in your script, kill ‘em.  
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Omit any and all redundant or repeated transition slugs. “Cut To” feels really cool to type into your script, but it will quickly irritate your reader. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Keep all transitions simple and standard. Getting fancy with transitions between scenes (“RIPPLE DISSOLVE”, “LEFT WIPE”, “IRIS OUT”) is beyond distracting to the reader. If such transitions are absolutely essential—when writing a flashback scene, for example—use them with caution and on a limited basis. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Don’t write what can’t be shot. If it can’t be shot or translated into words and images on the screen, it doesn’t belong in your script. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Avoiding these mistakes is no guarantee that you’ll sell your script, but making them is a guarantee that you won’t sell it. 
 
      
 
    I sincerely hope you’ll write a great script that makes it to the big screen.  
 
      
 
    Please let me know how your writing is going. Just drop me an email at bbmscripts@gmail.com. Don’t send me any scripts (I just can’t read everything!), but if you have a question, I just might have the answer! 
 
      
 
    And please sign up for the free monthly email newsletter at www.writing4movies.com where I share personal insights and screenwriting tips that will get you closer to making your first sale. 
 
      
 
    Until then...it’s time to write something wonderful! 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    

  

 
  
   About the Author 
 
      
 
   R   
 
    obert L. McCullough has more than 200 produced credits in film and television.  
 
      
 
    Bob and his wife Suzanne live in Santa Barbara and co-host host the celebrity podcast series Where Hollywood Hides. Their book Where Hollywood Hides: Celebrities in Paradise is a popular seller at Amazon.com. 
 
      
 
    Bob holds degrees from U.S.C., the University of Texas, The American Film Institute, and Southwestern University School of Law.              An Emeritus member of Writers Guild of America, his complete credit history is available at IMDB.com. 
 
      
 
    Bob often speaks to film students and to writers’ groups nationwide. For additional details, or to contact Bob directly, go to www.Writing4Movies.com.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now that you’ve read this book… 
 
      
 
    Shouldn’t you be writing? 
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