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"Category" means a subject drawn from the physical world that's 
broad enough to contain sufficient variety. For example, a dimension 
of nature-animals, the seasons, light and dark-or a dimension of 
human culture-buildings, machines, art. This category must repeat 
because one or two isolated symbols have little effect. But the power 
of an organized return of images is immense, as variety and repeti­
tion drive the Image System to the seat of the audience's uncon­
scious. Yet, and most important, a film's poetics must be handled with 

virtual invisibility and go consciously unrecognized. 
An Image System is created one of two ways, via External or 

Internal Imagery. External Imagery takes a category that outside the 
film already has a symbolic meaning and brings it in to mean the 
same thing in the film it means outside the film: for example, to use 
the national flag-a symbol of patriotism and love of country-to 
mean patriotism, love of country. In ROCKY IV, for example, after 
Rocky defeats the Russian boxer, he wraps himself in a massive 
American flag. Or to use a crucifix, a symbol of love of God and reli­
gious feelings, to mean love of God, religious feelings; a spider's 
web to mean entrapment; a teardrop to mean sadness. External 
Imagery, I must point out, is the hallmark of the student film. 

Internal Imagery takes a category that outside the film may or 
may not have a symbolic meaning attached but brings it into the 
film to give it an entirely new meaning appropriate to this film and 

this film alone. 
LES DIABOLIQUE: In 1955 director/screenwriter Henri­

Georges Clouzot adapted Pierre Boileau's novel, Celle Qui N'etait 
Pas to the screen. In it Christina (Vera Clouzot) is an attractive 
young woman but very shy, quiet, and sensitive. She has suffered 
from a heart condition since childhood and is never in the best of 
health. Years before she inherited an impressive estate in the sub­
urbs of Paris that has been turned into an exclusive boarding 
school. She runs this school with her husband, Michel (Paul 
Meurisse), a sadistic, abusive, malignant bastard who delights in 
treating his wife like dirt. He's having an affair with one of the 
school's teachers, Nicole (Simone Signoret), and he's as vicious 
and cruel to his mistress as he is to his wife. 
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Everybody knows about this affair. In fact, the two women have 
become best friends, both suffering under the heel of this brute. 
Early in the film they decide that the only way out of their problem 
is to kill him. 

One night they lure Michel to an apartment in a village well 
away from the school where they've secretly filled a bathtub full of 
water. He comes in, dressed in his three-piece suit, and arrogantly 
taunts and insults his two women while they get him as drunk as 
they possibly can, then try to drown him in the bathtub. But he's 
not that drunk and it's a hell of a struggle. The terror nearly kills 
the poor wife, but Nicole rushes into the living room and grabs a 
ceramic statue of a panther from the coffee table. She loads this 
heavy thing on the man's chest. Between the weight of the statue 
and her own strength she manages to hold him down under the 
water long enough to drown him. 

The women wrap the body in a tarp, hide it in the back of a 
pickup truck, and sneak back to the campus in the middle of the 
night. The school's swimming pool hasn't been used all winter; an 
inch of algae covers the water. The women dump the body in and it 
submerges out of sight. They quickly retire and wait for the next 
day when the body will float up and be discovered. But the next day 
comes and goes and the body does not float up. Days go by and the 
body will not float up. 

Finally, Nicole accidentally on purpose drops her car keys in 
the pool and asks one of the older students to retrieve them. The 
kid dives down under the scum and searches and searches and 
searches. He comes up, gulps some air, then goes down again and 
searches and searches and searches. He comes up to gulp air, then 
goes down a third time and searches and searches and searches. At 
last he surfaces ... with the car keys. 

The women then decide it's time to clean the swimming pool. 
They order the pool drained and stand at its edge, watching as the 
scum goes down and down and down and down ... to the drain. 
But there is no body. That afternoon a dry cleaner's van drives out 
from Paris to deliver the cleaned and pressed suit that the man 
died in. The women rush into Paris to the cleaners where they find 



404 + R 0 B E R T M C K E E 

a receipt, and on it is the address of a boardinghouse. They head 
there and talk to a concierge who says, "Yes, yes, there was a man 
living here but ... he moved this morning." 

They go back to the school and even more bizarre things 
happen: Michel appears and disappears in the windows of the 
school. When they look at the senior class graduation photo, there 
he is standing behind the students, slightly out of focus. They can't 
imagine what's going on. Is he a ghost? Did he somehow survive 
the drowning and he's doing this to us? Did someone else find the 
body? Are they doing this? 

Summer vacation comes and all the students and teachers 
leave. Then Nicole herself departs. She packs her bags, saying she 
can't take this anymore, abandoning the poor wife alone. 

That evening Christina can't sleep; she sits up in bed, wide 
awake, her heart pounding. Suddenly in the dead of night she 
hears the sound of typing coming from her husband's office. She 
slowly gets up and edges down a long corridor, hand on her heart, 
but just as she touches the office doorknob, the typing stops. 

She eases open the door and there, alongside the typewriter, 
are her husband's gloves ... like two huge hands. Then she hears 
the most terrifying sound imaginable: dripping water. Now she 
heads toward the bathroom off the office, her heart raging. She 
creaks open the bathroom door and there he is-still in his three­
piece suit, submerged in a bathtub full of water, the faucet drip­
ping. 

The body sits up, water cascades off. Its eyes open but there are 
no eyeballs. Hands reach out for her, she grabs her chest, has a 
fatal heart attack, and drops dead on the floor. Michel reaches 
under his eyelids and removes white plastic inserts. Nicole jumps 
out of a closet. They embrace and whisper, "We did it!" 

The opening titles of LES DIABOLIQUE look as if they're over 
an abstract painting of grays and blacks. But suddenly, as titles end, 
a truck tire splashes from bottom to top of the screen and we 
realize we've been looking at the top angle view of a mud puddle. 
The camera comes up on a rainy landscape. From this first 
moment on, Image System "water" is continually and subliminally 



T H E T E X T + 405 

repeated. It's always drizzly and foggy. Condensation on windows 
runs in little drops to the sills. At dinner they eat fish. Characters 
drink wine and tea while Christina sips her heart medicine. When 
the teachers discuss summer vacation, they talk of going to the 
South of France to "take the waters." Swimming pool, bathtubs ... 
it's one of the dampest films ever made. 

Outside this film water is a universal symbol of all things posi­
tive: sanctification, purification, the feminine-archetype for life 
itself. But Clouzot reverses these values until water takes on the 
power of death, terror, and evil, and the sound of a dripping faucet 
brings the audience up out of its seats. 

CASABLANCA weaves three Image Systems. Its primary motifs 
create a sense of imprisonment as the city of Casablanca becomes a 
virtual penitentiary. Characters whisper their "escape" plans as if the 
police were prison guards. The beacon on the airport tower moves 
through the streets like a searchlight scanning a prison compound, 
while window blinds, room dividers, stair railings, even the leaves of 
potted palms create shadows like the bars of prison cells. 

The second system builds a progression from the particular to 
the archetypal. Casablanca starts as a refugee center but becomes a 
mini-United Nations filled with not only Arab and European faces 
but Asian and African ones as well. Rick and his friend Sam are the 
only Americans we meet. Repeated images, including dialogue in 
which characters speak to Rick as if he were a country, associate 
Rick to America until he comes to symbolize America itself and 
Casablanca the world. Like the United States in 1941 Rick is stead­
fastly neutral, wanting no part in yet another World War. His con­
version to the fight subliminally congratulates America for finally 
taking sides against tyranny. 

The third system is one of linking and separating. A number of 
images and compositions within the frame are used to link Rick and 
Ilsa, making the subliminal point that although these two are apart, 
they belong together. The counterpoint to this is a series of images 
and compositional designs that separate lisa from Laszlo, giving the 
opposite impression that although these two are together, they 
belong apart. 
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THROUGH A GLASS DARKLY is a multiplot film with six 
story lines-three positive climaxes devoted to the father, three 
negative endings to his daughter-in a point/counterpoint design 
that interweaves no fewer than four Image Systems. The father's 
stories are marked by open spaces, light, intellect, and verbal com­
munication; the daughter's conflicts are expressed in closed spaces, 
darkness, animal images, and sexuality. 

CHINATOWN also employs four systems, two of External 
Imagery, two of Internal Imagery. The primary internalized system 
is motifs of "blind seeing" or seeing falsely: Windows; rearview 
mirrors; eyeglasses, and particularly broken spectacles; cameras; 
binoculars; eyes themselves, and even the open, unseeing eyes of 
the dead, all gather tremendous forces to suggest that if we are 
looking for evil out in the world, we're looking in the wrong direc­
tion. It is in here. In us. As Mao Tse-tung once said, "History is the 
symptom, we are the disease." 

The second internalized system takes political corruption and 
turns it into social cement. False contracts, subverted laws, and acts 
of corruption become that which hold society together and create 
"progress." Two systems of External Imagery, water versus drought 
and sexual cruelty versus sexual love have conventional connota­
tions but are used with a sharp-edged effectiveness. 

When ALIEN was released Time magazine ran a ten-page 
article with stills and drawings asking the question: Has Hollywood 
gone too far? For this film incorporates a highly erotic Image 
System and contains three vivid "rape" scenes. 

When Gail Anne Hurd and James Cameron made the sequel, 
ALIENS, they not only switched genres from Horror to 
Action/Adventure, they reinvented the Image System to motherhood 
as Ripley becomes the surrogate mother of the child Newt (Carrie 
Henn), who in tum is the surrogate mother of her broken doll. The 
two are up against the most terrifYing "mother" in the universe, the 
gigantic monster queen who lays her eggs in a womblike nest. In 
dialogue, Ripley remarks, "The monsters make you pregnant." 

AFTER HOURS works on only one internalized refrain but 
with a rich variety: Art. But not as the ornament of life. Rather, art 
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as a weapon. The art and artists of Manhattan's Soho district con­
stantly assault the protagonist, Paul (Griffin Dunne), until he's 
encapsulated inside a work of art and stolen by Cheech and Chong. 

Going back through the decades, Hitchcock's Thrillers combine 
images of religiosity with sexuality, while John Ford's Westerns 
counterpoint wilderness with civilization. In fact, traveling back 
through the centuries we realize that Image Systems are as old as 
story itself Homer invented beautiful motifs for his epics, as did 
Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides for their plays. Shakespeare 
submerged a unique Image System into each of his works, as did 
Melville, Poe, Tolstoy, Dickens, Orwell, Hemingway, Ibsen, Chekhov, 
Shaw, Beckett-all great novelists and playwrights have embraced 
this principle. 

And who, after all, invented screenwriting? Novelists and play­
wrights who came to the cradles of our art in Hollywood, London, 
Paris, Berlin, Tokyo, and Moscow to write the scenarios of silent 
films. Film's first major directors, such as D. W. Griffith, Eisen­
stein, and Murnau, did their apprenticeship in the theatre; they too 
realized that, like a fine play, a film can be taken to the sublime by 
the repetition of a subliminal poetics. 

And an Image System must be subliminal. The audience is not 
to be aware of it. Years ago as I watched Bufi.uel's VIRIDIANA, I 
noticed that Bufi.uel had introduced an Image System of rope: A 
child jump ropes, a rich man hangs himself with a rope, a poor 
man uses rope as a belt. About the fifth time a piece of rope came 
on the screen the audience shouted in unison, "Symbol!" 

Symbolism is powerful, more powerful than most realize, as 
long as it bypasses the conscious mind and slips into the uncon­
scious. As it does while we dream. The use of symbolism follows 
the same principle as scoring a film. Sound doesn't need cognition, 
so music can deeply affect us when we're unconscious of it. In the 
same way, symbols touch us and move us-as long as we don't rec­
ognize them as symbolic. Awareness of a symbol turns it into a neu­
tral, intellectual curiosity, powerless and virtually meaningless. 

Why, then, do so many contemporary writer/directors label 
their symbols? The hamhanded treatment of "symbolic" images in 
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the remake of CAPE FEAR, BRAM STOKER'S DRACULA, and 
THE PIANO, to name three of the more barefaced examples. I can 
think of two likely reasons: First, to flatter the elite audience of self­
perceived intellectuals that watches at a safe, unemotional distance 
while collecting ammunition for the postfilm ritual of cafe criti­
cism. Second, to influence, if not control, critics and the reviews 
they write. Declamatory symbolism requires no genius, just ego­
tism ignited by misreadings of Jung and Derrida. It is a vanity that 
demeans and corrupts the art. 

Some argue that the film's Image System is the director's work 
and that he or she alone should create it. And I've no argument 
with that, for ultimately the director is responsible for every square 
inch of every shot in the film. Except ... how many working direc­
tors understand what I've explained above? Few. Perhaps two 
dozen in the world today. Just the very best, while, unfortunately, 
the vast majority cannot tell the difference between decorative and 
expressive photography. 

I argue that the screenwriter should begin the film's Image 
System and the director and designers finish it. It's the writer who 
first envisions the ground of all imagery, the story's physical and 
social world. Often, as we write, we discover that spontaneously 
we've already begun the work, that a pattern of imagery has found 
its way into our descriptions and dialogue. As we become aware of 
that, we devise variations and quietly embroider them into the story. 
If an Image System doesn't arrive on its own, we invent one. The 
audience won't care how we do it; it only wants the story to work. 

TITLES 

A film's title is the marketing centerpiece that "positions" the audi­
ence, preparing it for the experience ahead. Screenwriters, there­
fore, cannot indulge in literary, nontitle titles: TESTAMENT, for 
example, is actually a film about postnuclear holocaust; LOOKS 
AND SMILES portrays desolate lives on welfare. My favorite non­
title tile is MOMENT BY MOMENT. MOMENT BY MOMENT is 
the working title I always use until I figure out the title. 
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To title means to name. An effective title points to something 
solid that is actually in the story-character, setting, theme, or 
genre. The best titles often name two or all elements at once. 

JAWS names a character, sets the story in the wilds, and gives 
us the theme, man against nature, in the ActionjAdventure genre. 
KRAMER VS. KRAMER names two characters, a divorce theme, 
and Domestic Drama. STAR WARS titles an epic conflict of galactic 
warriors. PERSONA suggests a cast of psychologically troubled 
characters and a theme of hidden identities. LA DOLCE VITA 
places us in a decadent setting among the urban rich. MY BEST 
FRIEND'S WEDDING establishes characters, setting, and Romantic 

Comedy. 

A title, of course, isn't the only marketing consideration. As the 
legendary Harry Cohn once observed, "MOGAMBO is a terrible 
title. MOGAMBO, starring Clark Gable and Ava Gardner, is a great 
f ... ing title." 
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A WRITER'S METHOD 

Professional writers may or may not receive critical acclaim, but 
they're in control of the craft, have access to their talent, improve 
their performance over the years, and make a living from the art. A 
struggling writer may at times produce quality, but from day to day 
he cannot make his talent perform when and as he wants, doesn't 
progress in quality from story to story, and receives little, if any, 
income from his efforts. On the whole, the difference between 
those who succeed and those who struggle is their opposed 
methods of work: inside out versus outside in. 

WRITING FROM THE OUTSIDE IN 

The struggling writer tends to have a way of working that goes 
something like this: He dreams up an idea, noodles on it for a 
while, then rushes straight to the keyboard: 

EXT. HOUSE-DAY 

Description, description, description. Characters A and B enter. 

410 

CHARACTER A 

Dialogue, dialogue, dialogue. 

CHARACTER B 

Dialogue, dialogue, dialogue. 
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Description, description, description, description, description. 

He imagines and writes, writes and dreams until he reaches 
page 120 and stops. Then he hands out Xerox copies to friends and 
back come their reactions: "Oh, it's nice, and I love that scene in 
the garage when they threw paint all over each other, was that 
funny or what? And when the little kid came down at night in his 
pajamas, how sweet! The scene on the beach was so romantic, and 
when the car blew up, exciting. But I don't know ... there's some­
thing about the ending ... and the middle ... and the way it starts 
... that just doesn't work for me." 

So the struggling writer gathers friends' reactions and his own 
thoughts to start the second draft with this strategy: "How can I 
keep the six scenes that I love and that everyone else loves and 
somehow pretzel this film through them in a way that'll work?" 
With a little more thought he's back at the keyboard: 

INT. HOUSE-NIGHT 

Description, description, description. Characters A and C enter 

while Character B watches from hiding. 

CHARACTER A 

Dialogue, dialogue, dialogue. 

CHARACTER C 
Dialogue, dialogue, dialogue. 

Description, description, description, description, description. 

He imagines and writes, writes and dreams, but all the while 
he clings like a drowning man to his favorite scenes until a rewrite 
comes out the other end. He makes copies and hands them out to 
friends and back come reactions: "It's different, decidedly different. 
But I'm so glad you kept that scene in the garage and with the kid 
in his pajamas and the car on the beach ... great scenes. But ... 
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there's still something about that ending and the middle and the 
way it starts that just doesn't work for me." 

The writer then does a third draft and a fourth and a fifth but the 
process is always the same: He clings to his favorite scenes, twisting a 
new telling through them in hopes of finding a story that works. 
Finally a year's gone by and he's burned out. He declares the screen­
play perfect and hands it to his agent, who reads it without enthu­
siasm, but because he's an agent, he does what he must. He too makes 
copies, papers Hollywood, and back come reader reports: "Very nicely 
written, good crisp, actable dialogue, vivid scene description, fine atten­
tion to detail, the story sucks. PASS ON IT." The writer blames the 
Philistine tastes of Hollywood and gears up for his next project. 

WRITING FROM THE INSIDE OUT 

Successful writers tend to use the reverse process. If, hypothetically 
and optimistically, a screenplay can be written from first idea to last 
draft in six months, these writers typically spend the first four of 
those six months writing on stacks of three-by-five cards: a stack for 
each act-three, four, perhaps more. On these cards they create 
the story's step-outline. 

Step-Outline 

As the term implies, a step-outline is the story told in steps. 
Using one- or two-sentence statements, the writer simply and 

clearly describes what happens in each scene, how it builds and 
turns. For example: "He enters expecting to find her at home, but 
instead discovers her note saying she's left for good." 

On the back of each card the writer indicates what step in the 
design of the story he sees this scene fulfilling-at least for the 
moment. Which scenes set up the Inciting Incident? Which is the 
Inciting Incident? First Act Climax? Perhaps a Mid-Act Climax? 
Second Act? Third? Fourth? Or more? He does this for Central Plot 
and subplots alike. 

He confines himself to a few stacks of cards for months on end 
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for this critical reason: He wants to destroy his work. Taste and 
experience tell him that 90 percent of everything he writes, regard­
less of his genius, is mediocre at best. In his patient search for 
quality, he must create far more material than he can use, then 
destroy it. He may sketch a scene a dozen different ways before 
finally throwing the idea of the scene out of the outline. He may 
destroy sequences, whole acts. A writer secure in his talent knows 
there's no limit to what he can create, and so he trashes everything 
less than his best on a quest for a gem-quality story. 

This process, however, doesn't mean the writer isn't filling 
pages. Day after day a huge stack grows on the side of the desk: but 
these are biographies, the fictional world and its history, thematic 
notations, images, even snippets of vocabulary and idiom. Research 
and imaginings of all kinds fill a file cabinet while the story is disci­
plined to the step-outline. 

Finally, after weeks or months, the writer discovers his Story 
Climax. With that in hand, he reworks, as needed, backward from 
it. At last he has a story. Now he goes to friends, but not asking for 
a day out of their lives-which is what we ask when we want a con­
scientious person to read a screenplay. Instead he pours a cup of 
coffee and asks for ten minutes. Then he pitches his story. 

The writer never shows his step-outline to people because it's a 
tool, too cryptic for anyone but the writer to follow. Instead, at this 
critical stage, he wants to tell or pitch his story so he can see it 
unfold in time, watch it play on the thoughts and feelings of 
another human being. He wants to look in that person's eyes and 
see the story happen there. So he pitches and studies the reactions: 
Is my friend hooked by my Inciting Incident? Listening and 
leaning in? Or are his eyes wandering? Am I holding him as I build 
and tum the progressions? And when I hit the Climax, do I get a 
strong reaction of the kind I want? 

Any story pitched from its step-outline to an intelligent, sensi­
tive person must be able to grab attention, hold interest for ten 
minutes, and pay it off by moving him to a meaningful, emotional 
experience-just as my LES DIABOLIQUE pitch hooked, held, 
and moved you. Regardless of genre, if a story can't work in ten 
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minutes, how will it work in no minutes? It won't get better when 
it gets bigger. Everything that's wrong with it in a ten-minute pitch 
is ten times worse onscreen. 

Until a good majority of listeners respond with enthusiasm, 
there's no point going forward. "With enthusiasm" doesn't mean 
people leap up and kiss you on both cheeks, rather they whisper 
"Wow" and fall silent. A fine work of art-music, dance, painting, 
story-has the power to silence the chatter in the mind and lift us 
to another place. When a story, pitched from a step-outline, is so 
strong it brings silence-no comments, no criticism, just a look of 
pleasure-that's a hell of a thing and time is too precious to waste 
on a story that hasn't that power. Now the writer's ready to move to 
the next stage-the treatment. 

Treatment 

To "treat" the step-outline, the writer expands each scene from its 
one or two sentences to a paragraph or more of double-spaced, pre­
sent-tense, moment by moment description: 

Dining Room-Day Jack walks in and tosses his briefcase on the 
chair next to the door. He looks around. The room is empty. He 
calls her name. Gets no answer. He calls it again, louder and 
louder. Still no answer. As he pads to the kitchen, he sees a note on 
the table. Picks it up, reads it. The note says that she has left him 
for good. He drops in the chair, head in hands, and starts to cry. 

In treatment the writer indicates what characters talk about­

"he wants her to do this, but she refuses," for example-but 

never writes dialogue. Instead, he creates the subtext-the true 

thoughts and feelings underneath what is said and done. We 

may think we know what our characters are thinking and 

feeling, but we don't know we know until we write it down: 

Dining Room-Day The door opens and Jack leans on the jamb, 
exhausted from a day of failed and frustrating work. He looks 
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around the room, sees she's not around, and hopes like hell she's 
out. He really doesn't want to have to deal with her today. To be 
sure he has the house to himself, he calls her name. Gets no 
answer. Calls out louder and louder. Still no answer. Good. He's 
finally alone. He lifts his briefcase high in the air drops it with a 
thud onto her precious Chippendale chair next to the door. She 
hates him for scratching her antiques but today he doesn't give a 

damn. 
Hungry, he heads for the kitchen, but as he crosses the room 

he notices a note on the dining-room table. It's one of those damn, 
annoying notes that she's always leaving around, taped to the bath­
room mirror or the refrigerator or whatever. Irritated, he picks it up 
and tears it open. Reading it, he discovers that she's left him for 
good. As his legs go weak, he drops into a chair, a knot twisting in 
his gut. His head falls into his hands and he starts to cry. He's sur­
prised by his outburst, pleased he can still feel some emotion. But 
his tears are not grief; they're the dam breaking with relief that the 
relationship is finally over. 

The forty to sixty scenes of a typical screenplay, treated to a 
moment by moment description of all action, underlaid with a full 
subtext of the conscious and unconscious thoughts and feelings of 
all characters, will produce sixty, eight, ninety, or more double­
spaced pages. In the studio system from the 1930s to the 195os 
when producers ordered treatments from writers, they were often 
two hundred to three hundred pages long. The strategy of studio 
writers was to extract the screenplay from a much larger work so 
nothing would be overlooked or unthought. 

The ten- or twelve-page "treatments" that pass around show 
business today are not treatments but outlines given enough words 
that a reader can follow the story. A ten-page outline is not nearly 
enough material for a screenplay. Today's writers may not return to 
the vast treatments of the studio system, but when a step-outline is 
expanded to a treatment of sixty to ninety pages, creative achieve­
ment expands correspondingly. 

At the treatment stage, we inevitably discover that things we 
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thought would work a certain way in the step-outline now want to 
change. Research and imagination never stop, and so the charac­
ters and their world are still growing and evolving, leading us to 
revise any number of scenes. We won't change the overall design 
of the story because it worked every time we pitched it. But within 
that structure scenes may need to be cut, added, or reordered. We 
rework the treatment until every moment lives vividly, in text and 
subtext. That done, then and only then does the writer move to the 
screenplay itself. 

SCREENPLAY 

Writing a screenplay from a thorough treatment is a joy and often 
runs at a clip of five to ten pages per day. We now convert treatment 
description to screen description and add dialogue. And dialogue 
written at this point is invariably the finest dialogue we've ever 
written. Our characters have had tape over their mouths for so long, 
they can't wait to talk, and unlike so many films in which all charac­
ters speak with the same vocabulary and style, dialogue written after 
in-depth preparation creates character-specific voices. They don't all 
sound like one another and they don't all sound like the writer. 

At the first draft stage, changes and revisions will still be needed. 
When characters are allowed to speak, scenes in treatment you 
thought would work a certain way now want to alter direction. When 
you find such a fault, it can rarely be fixed with a simple rewrite of 
dialogue or behavior. Rather, you must go back into the treatment 
and rework the setups, then perhaps go beyond the faulty scene to 
redo the payoff A number of polishes may be necessary until you 
reach the final draft. You must develop your judgment and taste, a 
nose for your own bad writing, then call upon a relentless courage to 
root out weaknesses and tum them into strengths. 

If you shortcut the process and rush straight to screenplay from 
outline, the truth is that your first draft is not a screenplay, it's a 
surrogate treatment-a narrow, unexplored, unimprovised, tissue­
thin treatment. Event choice and story design must be given free 
rein to consume your imagination and knowledge. Turning Points 



A W R I T E R 'S M E T H 0 D + 417 

must be imagined, discarded, and reimagined, then played out in 
text and subtext. Otherwise you have little hope of achieving excel­
lence. Now, how and when do you want to do that? In treatment or 
screenplay? Either may work, but, more often than not, screenplay 
is a trap. The wise writer puts off the writing of dialogue for as long 
as possible because the premature writing of dialogue chokes creativity. 

Writing from the outside in-writing dialogue in search of 
scenes, writing scenes in search of story-is the least creative 
method. Screenwriters habitually overvalue dialogue because they're 
the only words we write that actually reach the audience. All else is 
assumed by the film's images. If we type out dialogue before we 
know what happens, we inevitably fall in love with our words; we're 
loath to play with and explore events, to discover how fascinating 
our characters might become, because it would mean cutting our 
priceless dialogue. All improvisation ceases and our so-called 
rewriting is tinkering with speeches. 

What's more, the premature writing of dialogue is the slowest 
way to work. It may send you in circles for years before you finally 
realize that not all your children are going to walk and talk their 
way to the screen; not every idea is worth being a motion picture. 
When do you want to find that out? Two years from now or two 
months from now? If you write the dialogue first, you'll be blind to 
this truth and wander forever. If you write from the inside out, 
you'll realize in the outline stage that you can't get the story to 
work. Nobody likes it when pitched. In truth, you don't like it. So 
you toss it in the drawer. Maybe years from now you'll pick it up 
and solve it, but for now you go on to your next idea. 

As I offer this method to you, I'm fully aware that each of us, 
by trial and error, must find our own method, that indeed some 
writers short-cut the treatment stage and produce quality screen­
plays, and that in fact a few have written very well from the outside 
in. But I'm also left to wonder what brilliance they might have 
achieved had they taken greater pains. For the inside-out method is 
a way of working that's both disciplined and free, designed to 
encourage your finest work. 
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You have pursued Story to its final chapter, and, with this step, 
taken your career in a direction many writers fear. Some, dreading 
that awareness of how they do what they do would cripple their 
spontaneity, never study the craft. Instead, they march along in a 
lockstep of unconscious habit, thinking it's instinct. Their dreams 
of creating unique works of power and wonder are seldom, if ever, 
realized. They put in long, tough days, for no matter how it's taken, 
the writer's road is never smooth, and because they have a gift, 
from time to time their efforts draw applause, but in their secret 
selves they know they're just taking talent for a walk. Such writers 
remind me of the protagonist of a fable my father loved to recite: 

High above the forest floor, a millipede strolled along the branch of 

a tree, her thousand pairs of legs swinging in an easy gait. From 

the tree top, song birds looked down, fascinated by the synchroniza­

tion of the millipede's stride. "That's an amazing talent," chirped 

the songbirds. "You have more limbs than we can count. How do 

you do it?" And for the first time in her life the millipede thought 
about this. "Yes," she wondered, "how do I do what I do?" As she 

turned to look back, her bristling legs suddenly ran into one 
another and tangled like vines of ivy. The songbirds laughed as the 
millipede, in a panic of confosion, twisted herself into a knot and 

fell to the earth below. 

You too may sense this panic. I know that when confronted 
with a rush of insights even the most experienced writer can be 
knocked off stride. Fortunately, my father's fable had an Act Two: 
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On the forest floor, the millipede, realizing that only her pride was 

hurt, slowly, carefully, limb by limb, unraveled herself. With 

patience and hard work, she studied and flexed and tested her 

appendages, until she was able to stand and walk. What was once 

instinct became knowledge. She realized she didn't have to move at 

her old, slow, rote pace. She could amble, strut, prance, even run 

and jump. Then, as never before, she listened to the symphony of 
the songbirds and let music touch her heart. Now in perfect com­

mand of thousands of talented legs, she gathered courage and, with 

a style of her own, danced and danced a dazzling dance that 

astonished all the creatures of her world. 

Write every day, line by line, page by page, hour by hour. Keep 
Story at hand. Use what you learn from it as a guide, until com­
mand of its principles becomes as natural as the talent you were 
born with. Do this despite fear. For above all else, beyond imagina­
tion and skill, what the world asks of you is courage, courage to risk 
rejection, ridicule and failure. As you follow the quest for stories 
told with meaning and beauty, study thoughtfully but write boldly. 
Then, like the hero of the fable, your dance will dazzle the world. 
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McQuarrie, Christopher, 

70 
Mean Streets, 8o 
Medical Drama, 82, 181 
Melodrama, 370 
Men in Black, 25, 295 
Mephisto, 81, 326 
Merrily We Roll Along 

(Kaufman & Hart), 
352 

Meshes of the Afternoon, 
47· 55 

Metamorphosis (Kafka), 
202 

Metz, 8o 
Michael Collins, 83 
Midnight Cowboy, 189 
Midnight Run, 92 
Midsummer's Night Dream, 

A (Shakespeare), 137, 
227 

Mike's Murder, 90 
Mind Worm, 374-75 
minimalism. See mini plot 
miniplot, 45-47, 64-65, 

66 
change versus stasis, 

57-58 

and film budget, 63 
inconsistent realities, 

53-57 
internal conflict, 49 
multi plot variation, 49, 

56 
negative ending, 59 
open ending, 48, 57 
protagonist, 49-51 
and reversals, 222-24 

Misanthrope, The 
(Moliere), 382 

Miser, The (Moliere), 382 
Miifits, The, 87 
Miss julie (Strindberg), 

217 
Missing, n6, n7, 321, 396 
Moby Dick, 195 
Mockumentary, 56, 84 
Modern Epic, 81, 84, 85 
Modern Times, 20 
Mogamo,409 
Moliere, 98, 382 
Moment by Moment, 408 
Montage, 343-44 
Monty Python and the 

Holy Grail, 19, 47, 
57· 64 

Moonstruck, 197 
Morning After, The, 94 
Moulin Rouge, 299-300 
Mr. Smith Goes to 

Washington, 81 
Mrs. Parker and the 

Vicious Circle, 81 
Mrs. Soffel, 95-96, 

193-94· 196, 226 
Multiplot, 49, 56, 123-24, 

226-32,406 
Murder Mystery, 82, 97, 

342 
Muriel's Wedding, 81 
Murnau, F. W., 407 
Music Room, The, 47, 198 
Musical, 84, 289 
Musical Horror Film, 

92-93 
My Best Friend's Wedding, 

81,409 
My Dinner with Andre, 68, 

292-93 
My Favorite Season, 356 
My Man Godfrey, 362 
Mystery, 349-51 

and backstory, 350 



cliffhanger, 3 55 
closed, 350 
false, 354-55 
open, 350 
and red herrings, 350 

Naked, 57, 58 
Naked Gun, 360 
Naked Lunch, 214 
Nanook of the North, 47 
Nash, Richard, 35 
Nashville, 55, 56, 128, 137 
Nasty Habits, 360 
Network, 128, 360 
Newspaper Drama, 82 
Night and Fog, 47 
Night at the Opera, 360 
Nightporter, The, 348-49 
1984, 81 
Nixon, 84, 128 
North Dallas Forty, 85, 

!26, 127 

O'Bannon, Dan, 187-89 
Objective correlative, 66 
Obligatory Scene, 

198-200, 303, 308 
Officer and a Gentleman, 

An, 126 
Oh! What a Lovely War, 

121 
Old Man and the Sea, The, 

81 
On the Wateifront, 201 
Ordinary People, 6, 126, 

189, 204-5, 295-96, 
309,323 

Othello, 226, 298-99 
Out of Africa, 126, 127 
Outbreak, 340 

Pacing, 289-91, 294 
Paisan, 47 
Paper Chase, The, 126 
Parenthood, 3· 20, 49, 136, 

228 
Paris, Texas, 47, 48, 55 
Parody, 82 
Pascal, Blaise, 5 
Pascali's Island, 329 
Passion de jeanne D'Arc, 

La,47 
Passion Fish, 8o 
Pat and Mike, 198 
Paths of Glory, 122 

Pelle the Conqueror, 47, 
so. 136, 369 

People vs. Larry Flint, The, 
81 

Persona, 20, 47, 65, n2, 
409 

Personal story, bad script. 
22-23,24 

Phantom of Liberty, 58 
Piano, The, 408 
Pitch, 413-14 
Plato, 129, 130 
Player, The, 13 
Plot, 43- See also Arch plot; 

Antiplot; Climax, 
Crisis; Inciting 
Incident; Miniplot; 
Structure; Subplot 

Poetics, The (Aristotle), 5, 
217 

Point of View (POV) 
character's, 363-64 
shots, 362-63 

"Pointless pace killer," 
179 

Points of no return, 
208-10 

Police Academy, 360 
Political Drama/ Allegory, 

82,85,229,289.310 
Political Thriller, n6 
Politics 

of story design, 58-66 
of story's world, 182 

Polti, 79-80 
Poseidon Adventure, The, 

82, 124 
Posse, 93 
Postcards from the Edge, 3, 

59 
Postman Always Rings 

Twice, The, 358 
Premise, n2-13 
Prison Drama, 82 
Prizzi's Honor, 88, 360 
Producers, The, 360 
Progression, n8-23, 209 

complication versus 
complexity, 213-16 

ironic, 298-300 
law of conflict, 210-13, 

261,268 
personal, 295-96 
points of no return, 

208-10 

social, 294-95 
symbolic ascension, 

296-98 
Protagonist, 136-41. See 

also Character 
and audience bond, 

141-43 
and gap, 147-49, 

151-p, 177-79· 
270-71 

and inciting incident, 
181, 191-94, 
198-207 

Multi protagonist, 
136-37 

Plural. 136 
and quest, 196-97 
screenplay of 

Chinatown, 154-76, 
178 

single versus multiple, 
49-50 

and spine of story, 
194-96 

switch during story, 137 
Private Benjamin, 360 
Psycho, 137, 225 
Psycho-Drama, 82, 92, 

93-95 
Psycho-Thriller, 75, 

94-95, II4, 230 
Puig, Manuel, 231 
Pulp Fiction, so, 136 
Punitive Plot, 81, 84, 85, 

!28 
Puzo, Mario, 312 

Q 6[ A, 59, 97• II9 
Quartet, 369 
Quest, 196-97 
Quest for Fire, 124 
Quiz Show, 126 

Raging Bull, 85 
Raiders ofthe Lost Ark, 19, 

92,220 
Rain, 300 
Rain Man, 126 
Rainmaker, The, 34-35 
Rambo, 103 
Rashomon, 20 
Ray, Satyajit, 4 
Red, 96 
Red Desert, The, 12, 47, 55· 

250 



Redemption Plot, 8o, 81, 
8s, 92, 107, 126 

Redford, Robert, 205 
Regarding Henry, 126 
Reiner, Rob, 56 
Remains of the Day, 36, 

96 
Research, 72-76 

and birth of characters, 
74 

fact, 73-74 
imagination, 73 
memory, 72-73 
and progressive 

complications, 213 
Reservoir Dogs, 20, 342 
Resnais, Alain, 47 
Resolution, 312-14 
Return of the jedi, 236, 341 
Revenge Tale, 82 
Reversal, 217-18, 220, 

225-27 
Reversal of Fortune, 3, 20, 

59 
Rhys, Jean, 369 
Rhythm, 291-93 
Risky Business, 81 
River Runs Through It, A, 

47 
River, The, 191 
Road to Morocco, 64 
Road Warrior, The, 49 
Robbe-Grillet, Alain, 63 
Robocop, 119 
Rocky, 201-2, 223, 229 
Rocky IV, 402 
Roma, 84 
Romantic Comedy, 82, 

360 
Romy and Michele's High 

School Reunion, 8o 
Room With a View, A 

(Forster), 369 
Rose, The, 128 
Rosemary's Baby, 324 
Rossen, Robert, 257 
Rowe, Kenneth, 16 
Ruling Class, The, 360 
Running, jumping, and 

Standing Still Film, 
The, 47 

Running on Empty, 59 
Ruthless People, 299 

Sacrifice, The, 47 

Salt, Waldo, 189 
Salvador, 59 
Sanders, Lawrence, 230 
Sargent, Alvin, 189, 205 
Sartre, Jean-Paul, 211, 212 
Satire, 82 
Saturday Night Fever, 81 
Scarlet Letter, The, 369 
Scenes, 35-37. See also 

Composition 
and beats, 217, 258-59, 

270,286-87 
closing value, 259, 270, 

286 
crisis, 303-9 
emotional transitions, 

243-48 
French Scenes, 292-93 
Law of Diminishing 

Returns, 244, 293 
length of, 291-92 
mood, 247-48 
number of in Archplot, 

210 

number of in three-act 
story, 218-19 

number of in two-hour 
film, 291, 415 

Obligatory, 199-200, 
303,308 

opening value, 258, 
259, 261, 270, 272, 
286 

"pointless pace killer," 
179 

Sequence Climax, 234 
Setups/Playoffs, 238-43, 

271-72 
text and subtext, 

2 52-57 
transition/Third Thing, 

301-2 
Turning Points, 74, 

209, 217, 233-38, 
243, 248-51, 259, 
270-71, 286-87 

writing, specifics to do, 
395-400 

Scene analysis, 257-59 
Casablanca, 260-70, 

287 
Through a Glass Darkly, 

271-87 
Scent of Green Papaya, 

The, s6 

Science Fiction, 85 
Schiller, von, Johann, 79 
Schindler's List, 81, 126 
Schrader, Leonard, 

2JI-32 
Scott of the Antarctic, 125 
Screwball Comedy, 82 
Sea of Love, 120, 229 
Sequence, 38. See also act 

three scene example, 
38-41 

Serpico, 189 
Setting, 68-72, 181-85, 

217 
and creative limitation, 

71-72 
duration, 68 
and genre, 183 
level of conflict, 69 
location, 69 
and mood, 247-48 
period, 68 
place, 69 
politics of setting 

world, 182 
rituals of setting world, 

182-83 
values of setting world, 

183 
versus story, 72 

Setups/Playoffs, 238-43, 
271-72 

Seven, 94> 97, 119 
Seven Samurai, The, 46, 

ss, s6, 136 
Seventh Seal, The, 46, 312 
Shaffer, Peter, 369, 

391-92,393 
Shakespeare, William, 90, 

95, 365, 369, 407 
filmed works, 366 
five act structure, 

220-21 
Shall We Dance, 47, 81 
Sheltering Sky, The, 400 
Shine, 12, 46, 120, 220, 

323,337 
Shining, The, 8o 
Ship of Fools, 50 
Shortcuts, 50, 57, 58, 137, 

227,228 
Shot in the Dark, A, 

382-83 
Silence of the Lambs, The, 

119, 349 



Silence, The, 65, 393-94 
Silent Era of film, 366 
Single White Female, 94 
Sitcom, 82 
Six Guns and Society 

(Wright), 81 
Sleeping with the Enemy, 

94 
Sleepless in Seattle, 9 6 
Slice-of-life works, 58 
Sling Blade, 312 
Snake Pit, The, 93 
Snow White and the Three 

Stooges, 129 
Soap Opera, 213, 214, 216 
Social Drama, 82, 84-85, 

92,121-22 
Solaris, 85 
Somebody Up There Likes 

Me,85 
Somewhere in Time, 85 
Sound of Music, The, 400 
Spartacus, 81 
Speed, n9, 222 
Spielberg, Steven, 202-3 
Spine (through-

linejsuperobjective) 
of story, 194-96, 338 

Sports Genre, 85, 201, 
229 

Stand by Me, 81 
Stanislavski, Konstantin, 

65, 112 
Star '8o, 128 
Star Wars, 85, 256, 305, 

341,409 
Steel Magnolias, 314 
Step-outline, 412-15 

expansion of, 415 
Stereotypical story, 4-5 
Stolen Children, 47 
Stone, Oliver, 345 
Storm Over Asia, 366 
Story event, 33-35, 37· See 

also scene 
Story values, 34 
Storytelling, 113 
Stranger Than Paradise, 

47 
Strangers in Paradise, 359 
Strangers When We Meet, 

96-97 
Straw Dogs, 36 
Stream of Consciousness 

work,213,214,216 

Streetcar Named Desire, A 
137-38, 324 

Strindberg, August, 54, 
217 

Stripes, 360 
Structure of story, 32-33-

See also Acts; 
Character; Climax; 
Endings; Inciting 
Incident 

active versus passive 
protagonist, 50-51 

Archplot, Miniplot, 
Antiplot, 43-47 

causality versus 
coincidence, 52-53 

change versus stasis, 
57-58 

and character 
functions, 105-7 

classical design, 
44-46,52 

closed versus open 
endings, 47-49 

consistent versus 
inconsistent 
realities, 53-57 

creative limitation, 
90-92 

design, five-part, 
181-85 

external versus internal 
conflict, 48-49 

and film budget, 63-64 
and genre, 86-89, 

90-98 
linear versus nonlinear 

time, 51-52 
nonplot, 58. 6o 
"pointless pace killer," 

179 
politics of story design, 

sB-66 
quest theme, 196-97 
as rhetoric, 113-14 
setting, 68-72, 181-85 
single versus multiple 

protagonists, 49-50 
subplotfmultiplot, 

219-22, 226-32 
Sturges, Preston, 9 
Style, adding vividness to, 

395-97 
Subplot, 219-22, 226-32 

and resolution, 312-14 

Sudden Impact, 119 
Sullivan's Travels, 201, 

239-40, 241, 301 
Sunrise, 366 
Sunset Boulevard, 84, 352 
Superman, 318 
Surprise, 355-56 

Cheap, 354, 355 
Survival Films, 124, 125 
Suspense sentence, 393 
Suspense story, 351 
Sweet Smell of Success, 

The, 326 
Swimmer, The, 227-28 
Sword in the Stone, The, 85 
Sybil, 93 

Tarantino, Quentin, 342 
Tarkovsky, Andrei, 85 
Taxi Driver, 201 
Technical advances in 

film, and story, 
24-25 

Tempo, 293-94 
10, 126 
Tenant, The, 8o, 326 
Tender Mercies, 19, 32, 43· 

44· 47, 55· 81, 197, 
199-200, 290, 303 

Terminator, 20, 224-25, 
297-98. 372, 379· 
385 

Terms of Endearment, 126, 
127 

Testament, 408 
Testing Plot, 81, 85 
Text and subtext, 252-57 
That Obscure Object of 

Desire, 47, 55 
Thelma 6[ Louise, 46, 55. 

136, 306, 308 
They Shoot Horses, Don't 

They?, 128 
Third Thing, 301 
This is Spinal Tap, 3. 84, 

360 
Thoreau, Henry David, 

139 
Three Faces of Eve, The, 

93 
3 Women, 55. 56 
Thriller Genre, 82, 87, 

178, 226, 229, 247· 
353-54, 355· 407. See 
also Psycho-Thriller 
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Through a Glass Darkly, 
so, 203, 27!-86, 
406 

Tightrope, 94 
Titles, 408-9 

poor, 90 
To Die For, 84 
Toller, Ernst, 54 
Tootsie, 126, 300 
Top Hat, 46, 55 
Total Recall, 85 
Towne, Robert, 154 

screenplay of 
Chinatown, 154-76 

Trading Places, 234, 235, 
360 

Trainspotting, 6 
Trans-Europ-Express, 57 
Treasure of the Sierra 

Madre, The, 8r, 312 
Treatment, 413-16 
Truffaut, Franc;ois, 9, 312 
Turning Points, 74, 209, 

217· 233-37 
and backstory, 340, 341 
and characters' choices, 

248-sr 
and climax, 311-12 
and comedy, 362 
and emotional 

transitions, 243-48 
and flashback, 341 
and problem of 

interest, 346 
and question of self­

expression, 2 37-38 
scene analysis, 270-71, 

286-87 
Twelve Angry Men, 292 
Twenty Bucks, 227 
2001: A Space Odyssey, 46 

Ulysses (Joyce), 367 
Umberto D, 57, 58 

Un Chien Andalou, 64 
Unbearable Lightness of 

Being, The, 358 
Unforgiven, 20, 83, 93 
Unmarried Woman, An, 

126,206-7 
Usual Suspects, The, 70, 

351 

Verdict, The, 104, 222, 
229 

Vertigo, 20, rr9, 225 
Viridiana, 407 
Viva Zapata!, 81 
Voice-over narration, 

344-45 
Von Stroheim, Erich, 

109 

Wall Street, 81, 128, 234, 
235· 325 

War and Peace, 71 
War and Peace (Tolstoy), 

137 . 
War Genre, 8r 
War of the Roses, The, 88, 

125, 128, 3II 
Watership Down, 68 
Wayne's World, 47, 55· 64 
Wedding, A, 137 
Weekend, 47, 54, 55, 64, 

6s, 359 
Welfare, 47 
West Side Story, 85 
Western Genre; 8r, 86, 

93· 192,407 
Wild Strawberries, 47 
When Harry Met Sally, 55, 

56, 96, 36o 
Whispers in the Dark, 94 
White Men Can't jump, 85 
Who Framed Roger Rabbit, 

20,53-54 
Wild Strawberries, 343 

Winter Light, 55, 81 
Witches of Eastwick, The, 

124, 136 
Witness, 95, 226 
Wizard ofOz, The, 70, 

129,223-24 
Woman's Film, 82 
Woolf, Virginia, 54 
Wright, Will, 81 
Writers Guild of America, 

script registration 
service, 15 

Writing for film 
authorship, 185-89 
believing in what you 

write, 6s-66 
earning a living, 

61-64 
endurance, 98-99 
from the inside out, 

rsz-76, 412-17 
from the outside in, 

410-12 
mastering classical 

form, 64-65 
and Mind Worm, 374 
as poet, 400-408 
and riskjmaturity, 

149-51 
screenplay length, 415 
step outline, 412-15 
style, tips on, 395-97 
treatment, 406-8 

Yeats, William Butler, 13 
Yellow Submar.ine, The, 85 
Young Frankenstein, 360 
Young Mr. Lincoln, 84 

Zed B[ Two Noughts, A, 47, 
55 

Zedung, Mao, 406 
Zelig, 84 
Zero de Conduite, 4 7 


