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“Buchbinder must be an excellent teacher, someone who’s thought his way around his subject from a whole algebra of angles, read widely, watched a million movies, walked the walk himself, then come up with some guidelines that he’s learned to communicate eﬀectively through a series of thoughtful examples. This makes the book a cleanly written, well-thought-out progression of insights into plot, characters, theme, writing process, and the industry itself.” — Globe and Mail
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“‘Stories are answers to human needs,’ Buchbinder states in this deeply felt book. The Way of the Screenwriter beautifully answers the needs of any student and lover of film. It is written with wisdom, compassion, and an inspiring sense of innocence.” — Atom Egoyan, Academy Award–Nominated Screenwriter/Director (Adoration, Where the Truth Lies)

“No paint-by-numbers kit here, no cookie-cutter guide to mindless imitation. The Way of the Screenwriter is the delicately wrought deliverance every thinking film writer has longed for; a complete aﬃrmation of screenplays as art.” — Karen Walton, Gemini and Canadian Comedy Award–Winning Screenwriter (Ginger Snaps, The Many Trials of One Jane Doe)

“Makes those other books read like vacuum cleaner manuals. Move them over and let Buchbinder take over. The Way of the Screenwriter is experienced, entertaining, and sincerely excellent.” — Bruce McDonald, Director (Pontypool, The Tracey Fragments)

“I keep The Way of the Screenwriter beside me when I’m writing. Part meditation, part guidebook, part how-to manual, it’s the only screenwriting book that attends to the mystery of the process while oﬀering concrete advice on story, plot, character, and theme. Once, knee deep in the mud of a first draft, it miraculously unstuck me, and I’ve been relying on it ever since.” — Esta Spalding, Leo Award–Winning Screenwriter (Falling Angels) and Author (Anchoress, The Wife’s Account)

“This is a visionary book. Amnon Buchbinder approaches plot, character, and theme in an organic new way, one which will help professionals and students alike. A welcome antidote to writing by numbers. If you’re stuck, just open this book at random! Or read it straight through from beginning to end and find your work deepening and developing as you read.” — Peggy Thompson, Screenwriter (Better than Chocolate) and Associate Professor, University of British Columbia

“As much about how to live as how to write, this is a practical compendium of lessons learned by a professional screenwriter and director, grounded in years of teaching.” — Patricia Gruben, Director, Praxis Centre for Screenwriters and Associate Professor, Simon Fraser University

“In this generous, beautifully written book, Buchbinder sets out a philosophy of storytelling that will inspire beginning screenwriters and reacquaint exhausted veterans with the source of their own inspiration. This is simply one of the best, most comprehensive books available anywhere on the art and craft of screenwriting.” — Noel Baker, Screenwriter (Hard Core Logo) and Screenwriter-in-Residence, Canadian Film Centre

“This book is a revelation. Read it once to benefit from its straightforward and practical advice, and then a second time to contemplate its depths. I was amazed at the richness of insight it aﬀorded me as I launched into writing a screenplay for the first time. Many writers will find a trusted friend in this book!” — Camelia Frieberg, Producer (The Sweet Hereafter, The Five Senses)
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Introduction

IF YOU HAVE picked this book up from a bookstore shelf, odds are you found it amongst dozens of other books with screen-writing, screenwriter or screenplay in the title. Shelf space in the screenwriting section at your local big box is getting more valuable than Manhattan real estate.

And what effect are all these books having? Without a doubt, there are more screenplays being written by a growing number of aspiring screenwriters. We’ve also seen a proliferation of screenplay competitions, not to mention web sites, magazines and computer software devoted to screenwriting.

But despite all this, there has — at least as far as I can tell — been no increase in the number of great screenplays.

What we have, for the most part, are more competent screen-plays.

The screenwriter who wants the adventure of creating new worlds, the thrill of being surprised by her characters, the impact of discovering her most deeply held values, and in particular the joy of entertaining, inspiring and moving an audience, wants more than competence.

What she wants is mastery.

Which reminds me of a story.

A passer-by — let’s call her Sophie — stops to help a drunken man, Sam. It’s night, and Sam is cursing loudly as he searches through the grass by the light of a bright street lamp. Realizing from his mutterings that Sam has lost his car keys, Sophie sets in to help him find them. After some time, having thoroughly combed the area without discovering any keys, Sophie asks Sam if he is certain this is where he dropped them. Sam turns to her. “No,” he explains, quite sincerely. “I lost them over there,” pointing to a dark alley some twenty feet away. “But the light’s much better over here.”

So it is with the creative process.

We struggle to “illuminate” our efforts with certainties. Yet creation, by its very nature, requires a leap into the unknown.

For many years, as a professor, script doctor and story editor, I have worked with storytellers, from eager young students to internationally known filmmakers. As a filmmaker myself, I have written and/or directed numerous shorts as well as two feature films.

Having watched, up close, the development of thousands of screenplays, I have observed that there is an amazingly consistent pattern to how stories take shape. And, having worked one on one with writers, I have repeatedly watched the intelligence of a story struggle against the obstacles — existing within the writer — to its full expression.

Here is what I have learned: a story is a living thing. And you don’t work on a living thing, you work with it. I believe this is something that all masterful screenwriters understand intuitively, and that they have learned, through a painstaking process of trial, error and self-exploration.

I want to help you find that Way.

So many books about screenwriting convey what I would call the mechanics of story: insert tab A into slot B; make sure the Turning Point occurs on page xx. This is the approach taken by most neophyte writers as they try, like a mortician with a rigid corpse, to force an uncooperative story into shape.

This is not a cookbook — the master chef creates his own recipes. What I want to offer you here is the recipe for mastery, whether you are already an experienced screenwriter, or have yet to write your first “Fade in“; whether this is the first screenwriting book you’ve picked up or merely the latest of many.

The movie the screenwriter is writing will not, ultimately, be on the page or even on the screen, but in the viewer’s head and heart. This book is intended as something akin to a book of magic, in which I examine how screenwriters work with the forces of life embedded in story to accomplish worthy ends. My comprehensive examination of the elements of craft in these pages is simply an attempt to turn you on, just as craft is, for the master screenwriter, the means to turn on a team of filmmakers and, ultimately, an audience.

Does the term “master” scare you off? Perhaps you think, “That couldn’t be me.” Well, I’m not sure screenwriting comes easily to anyone — it certainly didn’t to me. Masters are made, not born, and they are made by their own efforts. It’s not a question of whether you can, but whether you will.

The structure of this book reflects the nature of screenwriting craft. The first section, “The Way of the Screenwriter,” sets out the approach we will take to our topic. In storytelling and filmmaking, point of view is primary.

That perspective is going to be from the inside out. This may seem a bit strange at first; in our mixed-up world, we tend to prefer to look at things from the outside in. Like the man searching for his keys, we avoid the inside because it’s not as well lit there. But if stories teach us anything, it’s that “inside” — in the hidden reaches of the human heart, whether it’s unhappy Craig in Being John Malkovich, sour Dora in Central Station, troubled Wolverine in X2: X-Men United, or the heart of you, the writer — is where it all begins. Story is the screenwriter’s unique contribution to the filmmaking process, and it emerges from the most mysterious and interior places of all.

The “lantern” I’ll be using to get us started is an explosion of insight credited to a librarian named Laozi (Lao Tzu) who lived some 2,600 years ago in ancient China. Laozi gives us a language with which to approach the mystery at the heart of life, without dispelling it. To those who wonder what anyone who lived 2,500 years before the invention of the motion picture has to teach us about screenwriting, I’d counsel patience: the screenwriter is working with forces much older than videotape, celluloid, and even the stage. If you come to understand those forces and how they work through the screenwriter’s craft, you will have the keys to the kingdom.

The second section, “Storytelling,” will start with a look at storytelling as a whole, as a living thing. Then we’ll move into a more concrete exploration of the three “life systems” of story: plot, character and theme. Storytelling is the heart of screenwriting, and this is the longest section of the book.

As the book progresses, we’ll move from the inside out, getting progressively more practical and concrete. The third section, “Writing,” will investigate what the screenwriter actually does: how the screenwriter goes about telling her story; how she makes the rigours of screenplay format work for her; and how she gets past the inevitable blocks.

The fourth and final section, “Filmmaking,” considers the screenplay’s ultimate destination, and how that destination shapes the process. We’ll examine the vagaries of working in a highly commercial industry, and how the writer can be the advocate of the living story he has valiantly brought forth into the world.

My goal throughout is to show you how screenwriting craft can be a tool of freedom and discovery. The Way of the Screenwriter is intended to show you how to “do the thing that cannot be done”: how to give form to the invisible, how to craft a mystery, and finally, like all masters, to become the light that can enter the dark places and find the lost keys — the wisdom of story, which our world badly needs.




A Note on Texts

TO GROUND THE sometimes abstract principles discussed throughout this book, I will draw on examples from a handful of diverse screenplays that have been made into movies. It’s important that you watch as many of these movies as you possibly can. I’m going to spoil the plots for you anyway, so better to watch them now. If possible, obtain the screenplays (some of which have been published, others of which can be found on the Web) and read those as well.

The master views movies not as a consumer, but as a student of craft; so should the one who aspires to mastery. We need the examples of those who have mastered the challenges of screen-writing, to challenge ourselves to set the bar high enough.

While I do encourage you to read the original screenplays of these movies (and any movie you like, for that matter), when referring to them I will refer to events as they take place in the completed film. Note that the final rewrite of the script takes place not on the page, but in the editing room.

I’ve chosen the movies listed below because I consider them all to be examples of masterful screenwriting, and because collectively they represent a range of approaches and genres. The principles discussed here do not apply only to one “type” of movie, and, if we are to avoid reducing craft to formula, it is crucial that we understand the differences in the way that screenwriting craft is exemplified by different stories.

There is a tendency in screenwriting pedagogy to choose a single, paradigmatic example of what a screenplay should be — whether it’s Casablanca, Chinatown, Witness, The Karate Kid, or Star Wars — then teach it year in and year out. My classroom approach has been to choose one or two new films each year, and always recent ones. The point is not that recent films have better screenplays overall, or that older films should be considered irrelevant; rather, it is because, if the principles and tools — the Way I am teaching — have any relevance, it should be possible to discover them through a limitless range of movies. The examples here are ones I have used in the classroom over the last ten years or so.

The titles are listed in order of the frequency of reference in the text, from most to least frequent.

Central do Brasil/Central Station (1998, Brazil, Marcos Bernstein, João Emanuel Carneiro, Walter Salles)

Galaxy Quest (1999, U.S.A., David Howard, Robert Gordon)

Quiz Show (1994, U.S.A., Paul Attanasio)

The Fisher King (1991, U.S.A., Richard LaGravanese)

The Piano (1993, Australia, Jane Campion)

American Beauty (1999, U.S.A., Alan Ball)

Gosford Park (2001, UK, Julian Fellowes)

Memento (2000, U.S.A., Christopher Nolan)

Festen/The Celebration (1998, Denmark, Thomas Vinterberg, Mogens Rukov)

The titles that follow are referred to less frequently.

Being John Malkovich (1999, U.S.A., Charlie Kaufman)

The Sixth Sense (1999, U.S.A., M. Night Shyamalan)

Nurse Betty (2000, U.S.A., John C. Richards, James Flamberg)

Whale Rider (2002, New Zealand, Niki Caro)

X2: X-Men United (2003, U.S.A., Michael Dougherty, Dan Harris, David Hayter)




I: The Way of the Screenwriter






The Way

A STORY IS a living thing. That’s generally the first thing I tell my students. On the surface, the sentiment seems not to be controversial at all: we know that great stories live in our hearts for a long time after we hear them.

But when I say a story is a living thing, I am not speaking only or primarily from the audience’s point of view, after a screenplay has been written and filmed. I am talking from the writer’s point of view, at the moment he first sits down to write, before the movie has been shot, before the money has been raised, before anything has been put on paper. Even, perhaps, before the writer has the idea.

This is a radical claim with far-reaching implications. If a story is our creation, how can it be alive before we even start to work with it? If this question sounds like a paradox, we are headed in the right direction.

To understand this better, let’s take a little detour, back to a time long before movies — and people who wanted to write them — and consider the traces left behind by a Chinese sage who sought to communicate the paradoxical nature of life.

Laozi lived some time around the sixth century B.C. — before not only the invention of the motion picture, but the rise of Aristotle and Greek drama — yet his words offer some useful guidance to screenwriters. Chapter one of the Daodejing (Tao Te Ching), attributed to Laozi, starts like this:

The ways that can be walked are not the eternal Way
The names that can be named are not the eternal Name.†

What is the Way to which Laozi refers? He warns us right off the top that we would be fooling ourselves if we attempt to define it.

Like a good screenwriter, Laozi is practical. His philosophy is empirical, not theoretical. It is based on careful, patient observation of the world. He sees that those who try to speak about mysteries only succeed in obscuring them. Yet he perceives that there is a mystery at the heart of the world, and he recognizes that meaningful action must take this mystery into account. Again and again he tells us that the master is one who works with mystery.

When Laozi and his translators say “eternal,” they mean the lasting, ultimate, overarching and underlying reality. That is why Laozi talks about the “Way” and not the destination — not a concept like God, or truth, or life, but rather a path by which we can experience such vast realities. The Way is a method of approach to something unnameable, uncontrollable, unknowable in human terms; something that permeates every aspect of ourselves and our world. The approach requires that we let go of a lot of intellectual comforts; in exchange it draws us towards what Laozi refers to as “the gate of all wonders,” the source of the invisible forces that shape life. And that is why screenwriters who want to create living stories can learn a thing or two from Laozi: these invisible forces are the ones we need to work with.

The book you hold in your hands is not a treatise on Laozi and the Daodejing — there are already even more books on that subject than there are on screenwriting, and Laozi’s book of wisdom is, along with the Bible and the Baghavad Gita, one of the most translated books in the world. Rather, my aim is to use certain basic precepts of the Dao to cultivate the reader’s working understanding of the craft of screenwriting, in a way that respects mystery and cultivates mastery — and that allows story its life.

I am therefore compelled to tread lightly, and will mostly limit my discussion of the Way to four central precepts espoused by Laozi. As our inquiry proceeds, I will have little to say about the Way per se (after all, the Way that can be spoken is not the eternal Way!); I will focus instead upon the specifics of screenwriting craft. But the attentive reader will perceive that these principles underlie much of what I have to say on that subject. What follows is a brief introduction to the four precepts.

1. The ways that can be walked are not the eternal Way.
(chapter 1)†

Remember Sam, looking for his keys out under the street light? That’s what Laozi is talking about here. We choose the path that seems to offer control, but in doing so we sacrifice the great, true thing — say, a great story — that we are really after.

When we learn the technology of screenwriting, it is easy to confuse the map (conceptual tools such as “turning point,” “protagonist” and “act”) with the territory (the living wholeness that is a story). Rather like confusing “the way that can be walked” with “the eternal way.”

Within the world of evident phenomena, there is another, hidden world. This is the world of our inner lives, of the imagination, and it is the world in which stories live. It is the place where the writer goes to accomplish her creation of the story, and it is where the audience goes to meet the story. In some translations, Laozi refers to it as “heaven.” I will refer to it as the inner world.

The key to that inner world is metaphor. A metaphor transfers meaning from a familiar object to an unfamiliar one; describes something by conflating it with something else as though they were the same, even if they literally are not. For instance, “He is quite a gorilla.” For this reason, “metaphor” is often taken to mean “not true,” although the purpose of metaphor is to get directly at a slippery truth.

I will use metaphors extensively to talk about screenwriting craft, both because I find metaphors to be the best way to talk about the untalkable, and because they will engage the reader’s imagination with a task in which its participation is crucial: writing a great screenplay. Anyone who, metaphorically speaking, posts a sign saying “great screenwriting thataway” along a road that doesn’t lead through the imagination is directing you on a road to nowhere, however well-lit it is. The imagination is a place more likely to be lit by candles than by street lamps; you need to let your eyes adjust.

2. The master does nothing, yet leaves nothing undone.
(chapter 38)†

We tend to think of a “master” as one who is able to forcefully bend some aspect of reality to his will (as in a boss, or a commander, or as opposed to a slave). Laozi recognizes that such force, while it may be effective in the short term, inevitably has unintended consequences.

Instead, the true master is one who works with, not against or in ignorance of, the invisible forces that shape life’s expression. The Way does the work, and the master is, paradoxically, its servant.

This precept is especially useful to remember when we consider that the fundamental and extraordinary challenge of dramatic writing is to create a world the viewer can believe and enter into, while suppressing the viewer’s awareness that the writer has contrived this world and its contents. A necessary consequence of the screenwriter’s artistry is that she disappears into her creation. From the audience’s point of view, it is not the writer who “does,” but the characters and their world.

The knowledge that the master is actually a servant of the Way tends to breed humility. What the master has mastered is not a thing, but a process. He does not build a great mansion or palace to show his power, but a small hut — which turns out to be located smack dab at the “gate of all wonders.”

To contrast with the master, throughout this book I will also be referring to the neophyte. A neophyte may or may not be an actual beginner, but he is still inside the common-sense view of reality, sticking to the ways that can be walked, looking for the keys under the street lights. Some of my references to the neophyte may seem harsh. Obviously, there is no shame in being a beginner; in fact, the beginner has much to teach the master (as my students repeatedly show me). Yet it is not the indifferent passage of time, or even the completion of screenplays, that turns the neophyte into a master. Some sort of initiation is needed, some sort of whack on the head, and so I point out the fallacies of the neophyte as bluntly as possible. If you recognize yourself there, congratulations, for in that recognition you have taken a big step towards mastery.

3. Benefit may be derived from something, but it is in nothing that we find usefulness.
(chapter 11)†

We think of the visible, evident, physically forceful aspects of phenomena as being their useful, “real” dimension. Laozi tells us that usefulness often comes from the empty, invisible places. This is an idea we will have reason to return to throughout our exploration of screenwriting.

I think of imagination as an organ for the perception of the imperceptible. Oral and written storytelling — the tale by the campfire, the novel — naturally engage the imagination, since the events under description are invisible and inaudible. The reader or listener’s imagination must create the scene being described.

A filmed story is, in a sense, the opposite. The viewer literally sees and hears the scene. So where does imagination enter into it? As always, through what is not seen (or heard): the inner world of the story. The master screenwriter’s real effort, and the screenplay’s usefulness, lie in this invisible realm.

4. The movement of the Way by contraries proceeds. (chapter 40)‡

To put it differently: the Way is paradoxical because it encompasses all opposites, and it is by virtue of the contending forces within it that life is always changing. Stories are an attempt to grasp hold of this process of change. If they are about courage, they are also about fear. If they are about loyalty, they are also about treachery. Stories are built upon the reality of opposing forces, within human beings, between them and around them. To craft a story, we must be prepared to understand life as an interplay of opposing forces.

In a world composed of opposites, balance is something we are all searching for. Balance is a process, not a state; it is continually being achieved, lost and regained at a higher level.

So it is in stories: characters strive to restore balance. If they achieve ultimate success it is only because story, like all art, elevates life by giving it a beginning and an end, putting a frame around it. “Happily ever after” is a moment in time when balance has been achieved; we end there precisely so that the moment can be preserved — if we were to continue, balance would necessarily be lost and fought for again, for the process is truly endless.

With that in mind, let’s consider the screenwriter’s search for balance.




The Screenwriter

ONE OF MY mottoes is: “The screenplay is perfect; it’s the writer that has problems.”

Of course, the screenplay usually is not perfect — at least not on the page.

The point I try to get across to writers is that the screenplay’s limitations reflect the limitations of their own grasp of the material and of craft.

When people try to fix a screenplay, they generally charge in with a list of problems, treating the “problems” as if they are isolated, mechanical issues. Yet often, the more “fixes” that are applied, the more new problems appear. The sad fact is that, even with the best intentions of those involved, many screenplays get worse through the process of “creative development.”

The writing of a screenplay requires skill in so many areas: grasp of human behaviour, the ability to construct logical sequences of cause and effect, to think visually, and so on. And each individual screenplay brings its own particular demands.

Yet we all have weaknesses as well as strengths, and it is inevitable that our weaknesses will encompass some of the areas in which our screenplay demands skilful work.

The writer’s tendency is to treat the resulting shortcomings as problems of the screenplay, and attempt to solve them using the wrong tools — that is, by misapplying his strengths, rather than by strengthening his weaknesses. When I ask neophyte writers how they perceive the strengths and weaknesses of their story, the weaknesses that they perceive are most often exactly the things that need the least work, because the writer has already paid the most attention to them. The real problems are completely beyond the scope of his awareness. To become aware of them, he must grow. But, like so many of our characters, we resist growth.

I am not referring only to growth of knowledge. The problems I find in a screenplay are usually more than technical deficiencies; they are, rather, a reflection of the writer’s own weaknesses in the realm of creation: his fears, doubts, blind spots and beliefs.

Craft should not be a yardstick with which to beat the screenplay. Craft is a tool the writer applies to herself, to release the screenplay.

When the screenwriter grows, it is towards mastery of craft; and it is craft itself, as embodied in his screenplay, which instructs him. While the writer is struggling to set the story free, the story is quietly struggling to set the writer free.

Craft is a body of techniques. The purpose of technique is to educate (bring forth knowledge from within) the creator. Correct use of tools eventually leads to their transcendence. The carpenter must learn how to wield a hammer effectively, but soon this task requires no focused attention. In the meantime, the hammer has taught him to apply the decisiveness, firmness and precision that are the qualities of a well-constructed cabinet. Thus, the cabinet makes the carpenter, as well as vice versa.

The perfect screenplay exists within the writer’s psyche. It’s a shadowy image towards which the writer is struggling. This is because the story has a life of its own, but at this point that life is not separate from the writer. The master uses craft to find this perfect screenplay.




The Screenplay

FROM THE SCREENWRITER’S point of view, the screenplay is the point of intersection of three processes: storytelling, writing and filmmaking.

Mastery of screenwriting requires an understanding of each of these distinct creative processes, as well as a grasp of how they interact to shape the craft.

The complexity of this interaction has something to do with why so much has been written about screenwriting, and why it is such a difficult craft to master. One could devote a lifetime to attaining mastery of any single one of these processes!

A grasp of screenwriting requires an understanding of the “screenplay” as a whole — as a story, as a piece of writing, and as a film-to-be — and not just as a body of technique. This is true both of the individual work and of the medium itself. Like any other medium, the screenplay is more than the sum of its parts; it is for convenience that I will be breaking up the elements of the screenplay “whole” into these three processes, around which this book is structured.

Craft is composed of purpose, method and form. Let’s continue with our cabinet analogy. The purpose of cabinetry is to build something to secure and conceal belongings. The method is carpentry: working with wood, hammer, nails, saw and so on. The form is solid and dimensional, with a hinged door, shelves, etc.

Similarly, the purpose of writing screenplays is to tell stories. The screenwriter’s method — what she does — is writing. Our section on writing will examine concretely the screenwriter’s methodology. Finally, filmmaking provides the screenplay with its form. The screenplay is a written story, but the screenwriter is participating in the creation of a film, not a piece of writing; the screenplay is only a stage in the larger filmmaking process, and form in this case encompasses not only the actual format on the page, but also the whole commercial, industrial and technological apparatus of which screenwriting is a component (and which in turn forms a component — but only a component — of screen-writing). We will discuss these matters in our sections on writing and filmmaking.

Screenwriting, then, is the intersection of storytelling, writing and filmmaking (see diagram). On one level, this suggests a vast field of creative activity; but although each of these aspects must be seen as opening onto an expansive realm, they must also be understood as profoundly limiting factors upon one another.

[image: image]

Mastery is never arrived at without first submitting to limitations. The paradox is that this submission is the first step towards transcendence. When we behold the results of the work of masterful screenwriters, we experience a form of expression that is expansive and overwhelmingly powerful. Limitations are a source of power. The screenplay is a uniquely powerful creative act.






II: Storytelling






Story

OUR METHOD THROUGHOUT this book will be to consider a whole before we examine its parts.

This is particularly important in the case of story, for story is so much a part of our lives (and vice versa) that we tend to take it for granted. So before we dive into the practice of creating stories, let’s take a big step back and consider what story is, and look at some of the special qualities of screen stories.



The Purpose of Story

Story embodies, and reveals, the human condition in progress. The purpose of story is to make us more conscious of what it means to be human, so that as humans we can continue to evolve. The purpose of story, in a word, is meaning.

Yes, story is also meant to entertain. But stories hold the potential to entertain us precisely because we want the wisdom that story offers; it is a pleasurable experience. The entertainment dimension of story is like the delicious taste of good food. Reason enough to eat, but not its ultimate purpose.

The multiplexes offer lots of movies that forsake the nourishing dimensions of story in favour of brightly flavoured entertainment, while film festivals include plenty of pretentious tedium. But that does not mean revelation and entertainment need be opposed to one another. A fully formed story is both meaningful and entertaining.

It is a cliché that movies offer escape, but like most clichés, this one holds a grain of truth. Story lifts us above the turmoil, uncertainty and disappointment of our daily lives. But why does story do this? Because we can see our lives more clearly from up there. Story is a tool by which we recognize ourselves, in the deepest and fullest extent of our being. Because, paradoxically, story makes life small enough that we can truly behold it.



The Life Cycle of Story

One day I blurted out to a group of students — without prior thought — that “a story is a living thing.”

One of the students quite sensibly put up his hand and asked: “How can that be? I’m inventing my story; it comes from me. It does only what I tell it. It doesn’t have a life of its own, separate from mine.”

True enough. Neither does a tree have a life that is separate from the soil, the air and the rain. Without us, stories would have no life.

But stories do have us, and they do live. And without question, stories grow. And not only because more words appear on the computer screen as our fingers move across the keyboard. Every writer knows that stories do most of their growing while the writer is engaged with other things, just as plants seem to do most of their growing while the gardener sleeps.

The screenwriter is the god of his story. He is involved with only one phase of its life cycle: creation. Creation can be broken into three components: a living story is conceived, it grows, and finally it is released into the world.

As it is where all living things are concerned, conception is probably the most mysterious part of the process. Where, indeed, do story ideas come from?

In traditional cultures, there are practices set out for people who are having trouble conceiving a child — for example, carrying a small wooden doll close to the body. Psychologically, one might see this as a process of engaging the unconscious with the task. But if you asked the person with the doll, she might tell you that it was there to attract the soul of a child. There are even technologies in some cultures to attract a desirable type of soul, since the nature of the soul will determine the characteristics of the child.

While some may find such “magical” practices naïve where physical conception is concerned, in screenwriting, conception must be an imaginary process!

The master doesn’t need to sit down and “think up” an idea for a story; she has made her being — through practices of writing, of appreciating living stories, of developing her craft — into a lightning rod for story. Ideas come to her. There is no effort involved here, except for the effort of holding a sufficiently empty space within which conception can take place. It is a question of intent. Every successful writer has been taught by his source how to receive what it has to give; the result is instinct. The beginner needs only openness and reverence towards story.

We start with the inspiration of a subject or idea: “a contemporary version of the Fisher King myth,” “a road trip from urban Brazil to the hinterlands,” “a battle between good mutants, bad mutants and bad humans,” “an adult confronting his father, the oppressive patriarch, at a family gathering,” etc. I am only guessing at the initial idea for these stories, but the point is that this initial spark is where the writer’s work begins.

To “conceive” literally means to take something in, to take hold of something. The word itself can refer to an idea or a physical being. The master, working with story as a living thing, knows that she is participating in an act of love with something invisible.

The second process in a story’s creation is that of growth. The writer works consciously to transform the initial conception into the fully developed being of a screenplay. Here is where most of the writer’s work lies.

The final phase of creation is release, in which the writer gives his story over to others. A story’s destiny is to grow into the world, to be taken in by the hearts and minds of the audience. As a motion picture is released and embraced by the audience, the story, once something that lived inside the writer, becomes something the audience lives inside, and then finally something that lives inside them. This is the fulfillment of the story’s creation, and the continuation of its life.



Species of Story

As with other life forms, there are many species of story; each shares a common set of attributes. Some, like The Sixth Sense, are scary; others, like Galaxy Quest, are funny; some, like X2, portray an imaginary reality; still others, like Central Station, stir the heart. Along with each of these fundamental attributes comes a whole set of patterns and conventions. Species of story evolve over time, shaping audience expectations and being shaped by audience response.

The accepted term for a species of story is genre. Genre provides a template for the screenwriter, one whose value comes from its connection to a set of audience expectations and which therefore provides a ready-made language to communicate about a story. In the living screenplay, genre is one more source of energy. In formulaic screenplays, genre is the only source of energy. Just as any organism draws a considerable part of its energy from its genetic inheritance, the living story rests at least partly upon its generic predecessors. The screenwriter’s conscious understanding of this “heritage” must be at least as great as the audience’s unconscious awareness of it.

Every organism not only receives the genetic bequest of its ancestors, but it seeks to contribute its own life to that great evolutionary project. We belong both to the past and the future of our species. So it is with the living story. The masterful screen-writer seeks, in some way, to evolve the genre within which he is working. There are few things more exciting to the audience than a story that breaks new ground in a familiar genre.

Later on, in our filmmaking section, we’ll consider the role of genre in more depth. For now, let it suffice to say that the masterful screenwriter, in the early stages of encountering her story, pays attention to its species.



A Story Is Not a Slice of Life, It Is a Life

“Storytelling reveals meaning, without committing the error of defining it.” — Hannah Arendt

Aristotle, whose teachings still account for a large portion of what is at the core of the teaching of dramatic storytelling, pointed out that a drama is an imitation of an action — an imitation of life. Robert McKee has paraphrased Aristotle to define story as a metaphor for life.†

My claim is that a story is potentially more. It isn’t merely an imitation of or a metaphor for life, but rather a life itself.

This is not to be confused with a slice of life. A slice of life — particularly someone else’s — is, generally speaking, not that interesting. When we go to the multiplex, we want heightened reality for our thirteen dollars.

Like “love” or “freedom” or other important words, the term “story” is tossed around as though its meaning is rather vague: any account of people doing things. I use the term “narrative” for this generalized activity. A story is something more specific: it is, in a sense, a specific evolution of narrative.

The formal characteristics of story, which we will explore in detail later in this book, are the collective creation of humanity, the achievement of many generations of storytellers and audiences. In the same way that — the scientists assure us — the process of natural selection guides the evolution of the human organism, those qualities that spoke to the experience of tellers and listeners were kept, while others were discarded. This evolutionary process not only mimics biological evolution, but it expresses something of the same creative mystery. The creator becomes, not the unconscious processes of life itself, but the conscious, specifically human, engagement with life. Story is evolutionary. Not only does story evolve, but it plays a role in our evolution. Evolution of consciousness, successful or not, is the subject of all stories.

Stories that endure do so because they reflect the life experience of many people who have heard, and then shared, the story, perhaps shaping it as they relayed it. The more universal a story is, the more durable it will be. But stories don’t only reflect meaning, they reveal it: they awaken the listener’s capacity to perceive meaning, which is to say our fuller participation in life.

Storytelling, then, is not only one of the earliest human technologies; it is the closest to life itself. It requires only consciousness and language. And it has, from long before recorded history, been a crucial tool in the human journey — not merely a means of entertainment, but a foundation of religion, art and science.

I have been in some way party to the development of thousands of film stories. In every case, I have sat down with a writer, but in fact there have been three of us at the table: me, the writer . . . and the story. And I, like some psychic social worker, have tried to guide the writer to a more palpable perception of his own creation, of the invisible. Often the story appeals to me with surprising directness, while its writer, wrapped up in his own doubt or fixed concepts, just isn’t listening to his progeny. The writer may be confused, but stories always know what they want.



What Does a Story Want?

As we have seen, all stories share a common purpose — essentially, growth in consciousness. But each story has its own unique want.

In the Arthurian legend of Sir Gawain and the Loathly Lady, Arthur’s life and kingdom hang on the solution to the riddle, “What does a woman want?”

The answer, and it is hard won, is “to have her own way.” Sir Gawain, who solves this riddle for Arthur, arrives at the answer only through doing it — that is, only through giving a woman her own way, even at cost to himself. The result is so powerful that it breaks the spell that had been placed on the Loathly Lady and turns her into the most beautiful of maids.

So it is with stories. The first, and most radical, step is to concede to a story its own will to become. The writer who gives a story leave to “have its own way” transforms it into something of beauty.

The need that gives rise to a story is a problem of life as a whole, one that is buried deep within the writer herself. The story’s desire is to solve this problem.

We could say, then, that where the purpose of story as a whole is the evolution of consciousness, the purpose of an individual story is the evolution of the writer.

I don’t think this is something a writer can ever really understand. The writer cannot separate himself from the fray. Like Sir Gawain, he must marry the Loathly Lady before her beauty can be revealed.

Also, it is the writer’s membership in the human family that ensures that the matter of his own evolution is relevant to many others.

Many screenplays are collaborative, rather than personal, works. A writer may also be hired to adapt someone else’s work, whether a novel, a draft of a screenplay or a producer’s concept. But if the writer is creating a living story — and writers can and do in all of these situations — she is finding the place where the story lives within her, and the story is finding the problem within her that needs solving.



Story vs. Formula

Not all narratives are alive. “Formula” is the term I use for a mechanical narrative.

A formula narrative possesses many of the properties of story — characters, plots, even theme — but without the forces of life that fuse entertainment with meaning.

As a bowl of Cap’n Crunch is to sugar cane, as a snort of cocaine is to a coca leaf, so are formula narratives to stories. Formula is manufactured in the laboratory, mimicking a natural process, isolating and synthesizing the active ingredients of the real thing. The products thus arrived at are addictive, because they burn out the very sensory capacity that takes pleasure in them. Thus ever-stronger dosages are required. The more we eat, the hungrier we become.

Just as junk food is a staple of many people’s diets, much narrative now relies on formula. It is true that formula has its origins in the same patterns as a living story, but where the key function of story is to reveal meaning, formulaic narrative serves to drain our experience of meaning.

Some sections of the video store may have more than their share of formula, but formula has nothing to do with one species of story over another. There are many action films with living stories, and many dramas that are formulaic junk. The choice that matters is not between, say, “horror” and “comedy,” but between dead formula and living story.

We may well enjoy a bowl of Cap’n Crunch now and then. The problem is when there’s nothing else in our diet. Story is like love, freedom or democracy. It is possible to be left with only the shell of something and not to notice that it is gone. The only ones who can stop this from happening to story are the storytellers themselves.

As Laozi reminds us, the key lies in the inner world, in what is hidden from view.



What Is Most Important Is Hidden

I have said that story’s purpose is to nudge us towards greater consciousness. Story wants us to perceive beyond the surface of things. Story wants us to understand that life’s mystery is a call to develop our ability to perceive and respond to it.

Fairy tales, the most powerful and enduring forms of stories, possess the simplest of surfaces, which somehow allow them to contain the vastest possible depths.

The neophyte’s screenplay takes the opposite approach: what you see is what you get. Characters always say what they are thinking and always do what they want. There is no sense of a world that precedes, or surrounds, the story. The writer spills out crucial events as if from an overfull bladder. In other words, the story gets pissed away.

Some would argue that, in life, “What you see is what you get.”

Nonsense. The hidden is a fundamental dimension of life!

The forces that set a story in motion, and that ultimately lead to triumph or defeat, are invisible, inaudible, forces within the human spirit: love, justice, revenge, lust, faith and all the rest.

In life, people and events are never entirely as they seem. Speech serves to conceal as often as reveal. The truth is difficult to perceive. The more emotionally charged a subject, the less likely it is to be addressed directly.

All of this goes for our own actions and motivations — we only understand ourselves bit by bit. Our behaviour is dominated most forcefully by the things of which we are least aware — Dr. Freud built an impressive career upon this insight. How many times have you been in the middle of an argument with a significant other before you realized what you were actually arguing about? An understanding of this principle of hidden depths is not only appropriate to a theory of story, but is crucial to the screenwriter’s practical exercise of his craft.

Since that which is most important is hidden, we may conclude that devising revelations is the primary activity of the screenwriter. The masterful screenwriter understands that the real subject of her work is that which is hidden. The characters may speak, but the power lies in what is not said. A character’s actions may be described, but the real subject is the motive behind it. A chain of events transpires, but the most important link may be kept in reserve until a crucial moment.

As the following examples (spoiler alert!) illustrate, where the plot is concerned, the masterful screenwriter understands that what is withheld from the audience is a source of great power:

   in Memento, the revelation that Leonard has already killed the suspected perpetrator;

   in Central Station, that Josue’s father is out searching for the boy’s mother, and may return;

   in The Sixth Sense, that Malcolm died from his wounds and is a ghost;

   and in Gosford Park, that the head housekeeper, Mrs. Wilson, is the mother of Robert Parks, and that she gave him up as a child.

In other cases, it is not the past that is hidden, but the forces necessary to secure an outcome — in other words, dimensions of character:

   in Galaxy Quest, there is the revelation that the members of the cast are actually capable of the heroism portrayed by their fictitious characters;

   in Quiz Show, that Richard Goodwin’s faith in the system is naïve — “the car drives the man“;

   and in The Fisher King, that Jack has what it takes to put love above all else.

Different kinds of revelation can be combined. By structuring itself as a flashback, American Beauty informs us where the plot is headed (Lester is going to die), but withholds an important detail (how or why). This promises a plot revelation, but meanwhile, the present-tense story unfolds around a character revelation — of Lester’s feelings of love and acceptance.

Naturally, in shaping the story, the screenwriter often knows first what is most important. The neophyte’s mistake is to fail to hide it. In other words, the work is not in inventing that which is to be hidden, but in creating the apparent reality that conceals it.

The creator of the screenplay, like the creative force behind our world, needs to embed her intent within the story’s own internal dynamics. Laozi’s injunction that “the movement of the way by contraries proceeds” provides a key to this mode of thought. I call it dialectical thinking.



Dialectical Thinking

As you may already know, a dialectic is comprised of a thing, its opposite and that which arises from the tension between the two.

It can be summed up this way: A + B = AB. The combination results in something new: no longer just A or B, and not simply A + B, but a collision — AB.

Dialectical thinking is key to the construction of a story in which the audience can participate emotionally. In fact, it mirrors the audience’s activity in experiencing the story: a furious burst of mental activity, in which each new bit of story material is related to what has been seen so far, upon which the “computation” yields an emotional result. The writer anticipates and works with this process. Rather than give the audience the “result” that he wants, he figures a way to express it as a dialectic, giving the audience its components.

Let’s consider dramatic situations from a couple of our sample texts.

In The Piano, Ada McGrath, her heart full of longing and loss, looks down at her piano, left on the beach. In this case, A is our knowledge that Ada’s piano is her only contact with the world outside herself (“I do not feel alone, for I have my piano”). B is the fact that she is forced to leave it on the beach.

Because we have experienced A and B, the moment when Ada gazes out at her piano, a moment in which nothing outward is happening, is emotionally powerful. We have come to bond with the character.

Here’s another example. Jason in Galaxy Quest cowers in a bathroom stall as he hears two strangers mock him and the Questarians. Here, Jason’s stature as the star of a fondly remembered TV show, still worshipped by his fans, is A. Meanwhile, his colleagues see him as a pompous ass, the woman he actually cares about has long ago stopped being impressed by him, and his fans are a bunch of losers. That’s B. The collision of these contrary layers of experience plunges us into Jason’s comically unhappy inner world.

These moments occur early in their respective plots, yet they are moments that cement our emotional involvement with the protagonists. And although they take place at a specific point, the underlying dynamic is a universal one that repeats itself throughout all of a story’s layers, as we shall see.

Because we have been given A and B quite clearly, AB requires no explanation. We understand it with the same emotional immediacy as if we had experienced it ourselves, for in a way we did: we, the viewers, are the ones who have brought A and B together. Ada needs only to gaze out at her piano and we feel what she is feeling.

Experience trumps explanation every time. The neophyte storyteller thinks of his story as a body of information to be imparted to the audience. But information is not emotionally engaging. The master, on the other hand, thinks dialectically, engaging the audience as participants. The real movie is in the audience’s heart and mind.

When the screenwriter learns to think dialectically — in creating characters, in devising the plot, in shaping a theme — he has learned the fundamental magic trick that allows him to disappear into the story. But it’s a magic trick with a bit of a twist: the writer provides the hat and the rabbit, but it is up to the audience to pull the rabbit out of the hat.



The Power of Belief

Why does the audience care to pull that rabbit out of the hat? Because audience wants the story to work — the audience wants to believe.

It is a cliché to observe that stories have magical properties. But it is true. The magic of story is an expression of the human capacity for belief.

Belief is a necessary precondition for inner growth. It is to our soul what metabolism is to our body. Belief is the openness to fully take in something intangible, to make it part of ourselves, to mingle it with our own life forces. This is why stories truly have the potential to nourish our soul. And without the capacity of belief, we would not be able to take in what story has to offer.

The marvellous phrase “suspension of disbelief ” recognizes that the condition of belief is primary to the functioning of story. Disbelief, in this case, is the audience’s knowledge that the story is a construction and the characters are inventions whose behaviour has been contrived by an author to achieve a predetermined end.

Once we recognize that a story is, or can be, a living thing, we see that belief is not a naïve game, but the capacity to perceive the reality of life within a story. Disbelief is the rejection of this life. Hence, suspension of disbelief, as opposed to, say, “contrivance of belief.” We are never more sensitive to the power of story than when we are children. Belief is an inherent human capacity, whereas disbelief must be learned.

Story has the potential to help us stay “young,” which is to say to exercise our capacity of belief. This is why, the more deranged our society and world become, the more we long to immerse ourselves in story, which promises to return to us some sense of innocence.

Many stories specifically comment on the power of belief. Galaxy Quest is a lovely parable about the transformative power of belief. The Thermians believe in the reality of the actors as their roles; the power of their belief allows a bunch of losers to transform into heroes.

The term “suspension of disbelief ” reminds the screenwriter that he must not get in the way of the story. The audience wants to let the story do its work. By entering the movie theatre or turning on the TV, the audience prepares to suspend its disbelief. This is an act of trust; the writer’s task is to honour this trust, and the best way to do this is to allow the story its life. Much of our discussion of plot, character and theme will be guided in particular by this goal — the accomplishment of belief.

The masterful screenwriter not only sustains the audience’s belief, he considers carefully what he is feeding to it. A living story nourishes the soul. A formula narrative still allows for suspension of disbelief, but brings little nourishment with it.

Cynicism (the abandonment of belief) and credulity (the refusal to disbelieve) are equally damaging to the individual and to society. And narratives can be just as worthless as any other substance. One of the unfortunate consequences of junk narratives is that they degrade the audience’s willingness to believe, as surely as a fast food diet degrades the body. If our capacity for belief is degraded, so is our ability to engage with the world. Story, on the other hand, wants to enhance and sharpen that capacity.



Structure Is the Relationship of Part to Whole

The oft-quoted screenwriter/author William Goldman has said that the three most important elements in the screenplay are “structure, structure and structure.” Some use “structure” as a synonym for plot, but the use of these terms as if they are interchangeable, which occurs in much screenwriting pedagogy, is intellectually sloppy. The two have very different meanings.

Goldman’s dictum actually implies a definition of its own terminology. It reminds us that structure is an encompassing feature of a screenplay, rather than a particular formal element (such as character or plot). In other words, “structure” does not refer to an aspect of the screenplay; it refers to a universal principle of relationship: the relationship of part to whole.

Writing a screenplay for a feature film is like hard-wiring a circuit board for a high-powered laptop. In a laptop, the biggest design imperative is economy of space; in screenplays, economy of time is paramount. The writer has a couple of hours — or less — in which to create a world, bring the audience into it, unfold a complete cycle of events, and get the audience out, all the while evoking an experience that this is all happening under the pressure of the world’s own living forces.

There is only one way to achieve this economy, and that is by attending not only to each part, but equally to its relationship to the whole. Not only must each “part” — each character, event, scene, line of dialogue, conflict and image — be strong, but it must add resonantly to the whole. If it doesn’t add, it takes away.

What’s more, this principle of the primacy of the relationship of the part to the whole applies throughout the architecture of story and screenplay. “Whole” doesn’t refer only to the screenplay, but, for instance, to the scene. Each part of the scene must work in relationship to the scene as a whole.

Concepts such as “scene,” “protagonist,” “beginning,” “turning point” and “objective” are tools of structure, for they define relationships of part to whole.

There is no question that this is the toughest challenge in mastering screenwriting. As a story editor, it’s what I am most often called upon to help with — I have to start with a grasp of the whole, and then help the writer to understand the relationships of its parts.

The key is that a story, like other forms of life, must be understood as a system — a set of interrelated parts woven together in a mutually enhancing whole that is greater than the sum of its parts. Any intervention in a system will have effects throughout the whole, and not only at the point of intervention. This simple fact poses enormous challenges, which our technologies — whether of medicine, war, or storytelling — have yet to fully grasp.



The Three Life Systems of Story

“The way to build . . . a lifelike useful system is to fold meaning into the simplest elements and allow complexity to emerge from their natural self-generation.” — David Whyte

If a story is a living thing, the primary life systems that comprise it are character, plot and theme. Like the systems of the human body, these systems of story are woven together in a dynamic, mutually enhancing relationship.

Unlike a machine, a living thing is always more than the sum of its parts. A mechanistic approach to these systems will yield a lifeless story. A vitalistic approach requires that the writer understand, intuitively, the unity of character, conflict and theme. In other words, that each is simply a different way of looking at and working with story, and each must ultimately be understood within the context of that whole.

A one-to-one analogy between the bodily systems of story and those of the human body is fanciful, but I’ll give it a shot.

Character is the neurological system of story — the reflective realm of the story’s mental awareness, the capacity to respond to the world. Plot is the story’s muscular-skeletal system, defining its shape and expressed by movement. And theme is the story’s circulatory system, carrying the lifeblood of meaning throughout.

The healthy body of the most ordinary human being is an astonishing miracle of balance, precision and beauty. We, as creators, have some ways to go before we can match the Way that created us.

Most story problems can be traced back to unbalanced relationships between the three life systems of character, plot and theme. When I consider the screenplays I read, the most common type of problematic story is the one that is all muscle and bone, offering little in the way of head or heart. Such a story moves forward, but in the convulsive manner of the living dead. The writer has not adequately developed character or theme, and so he is forced to greater and greater extremes of contrivance to keep his Frankenstein monster in motion.

Others are screenplays with stories that are all nerve: sensitive, but inert; thoughtful, but without real feeling.

Even the most skilful screenwriters, faced with the enormous challenges of story development, work in layers. Most of screen-writing is rewriting, and effective rewriting often involves the writer turning her attention to the story system that has been underdeveloped in the last draft. Remembering that character, plot and theme are systems that must form the whole of a living story, the master works towards balance.

Let’s look, then, at story from the perspective of each of these three life systems.
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