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Welcome to the Advanced Screenwriting Class! This workbook will supplement the DVD instructional course, and is based on my Advanced Screenwriting book, published by Silman-James in 2003. 
Although it is not necessary to read the book to understand the DVD, you may find it helpful to use it as a supplemental text, along with my book And The Best Screenplay Goes to… Learning from the Winners: Sideways, Shakespeare in Love, Crash, published in February, 2008. Both of these books deal with advanced screenwriting principles. 

You will also want to watch and study some of the film clips I mention, to better understand these principles. 

STRUCTURING SCENES 
In order to better understand how scenes can be structured, watch the murder scene in Witness. Notice the structure. I’ve made notes of other aspects of the scene to notice. You may want to think of titles you can create for each act of this scene. Below are the titles I use: 

The Murder Scene in Witness:  (approximately 13 minutes into the film.) 

Act One: “Going to the Men’s Room” 

(Action of Act One - Samuel goes into the men’s room. He notices the man who is there. He goes to the second to the last stall. Two other men enter. 

Note the focus on the eyes. The movie is called Witness and this scene must prove that Samuel is a good witness and that he’s a good observer.)  

1st Turning Point: Fergie put his jacket over the man’s face. He cuts his throat. 

Act Two:  “The Murder”

(Action of Act Two – In the first half of this scene, Fergie and McFee commit the murder. In the second half of the scene, McFee cleans up. 

Note the scene is shot by the director only from Samuel’s point of view. We see who he sees. He sees McFee but he doesn’t see Fergie’s face.)

2nd Turning Point: Samuel makes a sound. McFee hears it. 

Act Three: “Searching the Stalls” 

(Action of Act Three – McFee searches all the stalls. Samuel locks the stall. When McFee comes near, he ducks under to the previous stall.) 

Climax: McFee busts open the stall door, and sees no one is there.

Resolution: Samuel hears their footsteps as they leave. 

The Bus Scene and Train Scene in The Fugitive: (approximately 18 minutes into the film.) 
Note: This is a double scene with one following another. 

The Bus Scene: 

Act One: “Travel on the Bus” 

(The Action of Act One shows the prisoners getting on the bus and traveling on the bus from day into night.)

1st Turning Point: One of the prisoners stabs a guard.

Act Two: “The Fight”

(Action of Act Two – the guards shoot at the prisoners.)

2nd Turning Point: The bus hits the guard rail.

Act Three: “Rolling Down the Hill” 

Climax: The bus comes to a stop. 

The Train Scene: 

Act One: “Help the Wounded” 

(The action of Act One shows a guard asking Kimble to help the wounded guard. Kimble gets the keys, unlocks his cuffs, and gets ready to help the wounded guard.) 

1st Turning Point: A whistle sounds and a guard asks “what is that?” It’s a train heading for the bus which is on the tracks.

Act Two: “Get out of the Bus”

(The action of Act Two of this scene shows everyone trying to get out of the bus before the train hits.)

2nd Turning Point: Kimble is almost out of the bus, and he looks back at the train ready to hit the bus. He jumps.

Act Three: “The Train Wreck”

(The action of Act Three shows the train wreck.)

Climax: The last train car crashes.

Exercise: 

(1) Look at the fresco scene in The English Patient. Can you find three-acts in this scene. (Hint – I believe the 2nd Turning Point is missing.)   

(2) Look at scenes from your favorite films, and see if you can find a 3-4 minute scene that is structured into three acts. 

(3) Look at scenes from your own script. Are there any that could be more tightly structured? If so, how would you do it? 

STRUCTURING SCENE SEQUENCES
The Drowning Scene Sequence from Fatal Attraction: (at the end of the film)

Act One: “Preparing the Bath” 

(The action of the scene shows Beth preparing to take a bath, filling up the bath with water, Dan getting some pain killers for her and ready to make some tea. Note, considerable time is taken to make sure we understand the geography of the house. When Alex attacks, Dan will need to go from the living room up the stairs and down the hall. So the design of the house has to be set up.)

1st Turning Point: Beth sees Alex in the mirror. 

Act Two: “The Confrontation of Alex and Beth”

(In the first part of the act, Alex talks to Beth. In the second part of the act, she attacks Beth.) 

2nd Turning Point: Dan hears Beth scream.

Act Three: “The Confrontation of Alex and Dan.”

(The action of this act shows Dan fighting with Alex. He finally seems to have drowned her, but there’s a surprise. She really isn’t dead.)

Climax: Alex comes out of the water and Beth shoots her.

Resolution: The police come and all seems just fine. 

Note, this is a 7 minute scene sequence, where the entire 7 minutes is structured into a three-act sequence. In The Fugitive, there are two scenes put together, each about 3-4 minutes long. The two together equal around 7 minutes. 

Exercises: 

(1) Look at other scene sequences and see if you can find a three act structure in them.

Some to watch would be: 

Gone With the Wind (The “Burning of Atlanta” scene sequence.) 

Missing (the film directed by Ron Howard with Tommy Lee Jones and Cate Blanchett. There are a number of scene sequences in this film. See if you can find a three-act structure in them.) 

(2) Look at other action films and see if they contain three-act scenes or scene sequences, such as To Catch a Thief, James Bond films, the Die Hard films. 

If so, can you find the structure? If not, are there sections missing, such as turning points or part of an act? Pay careful attention to any chases to see how they’re structured. 

CREATING MOMENTUM
The Cut and the Scene Transition: Watch The Hours to see how scene transitions create relationships between scenes that seemingly have very little to do with each other. 

Make a list of all the techniques used in this film. 

Watch Crash to see other examples of scene transitions that imply connections, even when there aren’t any. 

The Twist: Watch Witness, L.A. Confidential, and The Usual Suspects to see examples of twists at the 1st Turning Point, 2nd Turning Point, and Climax. 

Do you think one is more effective than the others? Why? 

How do the writers prepare you for these twists, without giving you too many clues so it remains a surprise. 

Watch The Sixth Sense. Where is the twist in that film? Were you surprised? 

Watch No Way Out, and then re-watch it to see if the twist adds up. 

NON-TRADITIONAL STRUCTURES
Parallel Journeys: 

Watch Traffic, Syriana, Babel, Sliding Doors, Crash, The Hours. 

Time the films, and see when the parallel stories begin to intersect with other stories. Do you think some of these films take too long to create intersections? 

The Loop: Watch Pulp Fiction and watch Mulholland Drive. 

Which do you consider more successful? Can you pinpoint where the loop seems to cause confusion, rather than clarity? What would you have done instead to resolve this problem? 

The Broken Record: Watch Ground Hog Day. 

What are some other repetitive actions that you see in real life that could be made into a broken record structure? How would you keep this structure from being repetitive? 

The Spiral: Watch Ordinary People, Beloved, and Prince of Tides.  

Which do you think is the most successful? Why? 

What might be the subject of other stories that unravel a problem from the past by returning to it a number of times, to gain more knowledge, understanding, and resolution to the problem? Are there other films that fit into this structure? 

Playing with Time: Watch Memento, Betrayal, Red, Run Lola Run, Frequency, Tu Mama Tambien, The Hours. 

What are these films telling you about time and how it works? What is realistic in these films? What ideas can not be found in real life but can only happen in the cinema? 

The Circle: Watch Before the Rain. Can you imagine another subject matter besides the circle/cycle of violence that might fit this structure? 

LAYERING THE CHARACTERS

The External Layer: 

Watch several films about characters which focus on a character’s profession – whether lawyer, (Philadelphia, Anatomy of a Murder, A Few Good Men, etc.), doctor (Not as a Stranger, City of Joy), journalists (Broadcast News, The Paper), schoolteachers (Play it Forward, Stand and Deliver), or any film that focuses on a profession.  What do the characters do in this profession? How do they do it? How did the writer and actor prove that the character truly knew this profession? Write down all the externals that the character does.

(2) Research a potential character for one of your scripts. How would you research the character? What are the externals that you would need to get right, in order to create a credible character? 

The Internal Layer: 

(1) What are some of the motivations that drive a character? What childhood events, or cultural background, or parental influences, could determine why a character does what s/he does? Why might characters not want to share this information with others but keep it to themselves? 

(2) Watch some films that have a strong internal layer to their characters. How do the characters try to keep from revealing what they are feeling, or who they are? Some good characters to watch would be: Charlie in Rainman, Neal in Dead Poet’s Society, Conrad and Beth in Ordinary People, Truman Capote in Capote and Infamous.   

(3) How could you reveal more about the internal layer of the characters in your script? What is driving your characters that the character may not want to reveal? 

The Invisible Layer: 

Although Subtext can come through the Internal Layer, it will most often come through the Invisible Layer – that part that the character doesn’t know about him or herself, but that the audience has to intuit. 

(1) Look at the taking-the-photograph scene in Ordinary People and define what you see as the subtext. How is it expressed? What doesn’t this family know about their own family dynamics? Watch the basketball scene in The Great Santini. What doesn’t the father understand about the family dynamics in his own family? Watch One True Thing. What is the father hiding? What does he know about himself but doesn’t share with others (the internal layer) and what doesn’t he know about himself, but the audience figures out (the invisible layer)? 

(2) Look at your own scripts and see if you can define the external, internal, and invisible layer of your major characters. Can you further layer your characters? 

The Transformational Arc: 

(1) Watch the film As Good as It Gets, using the following story beats of the film and the 39 transformational beats that Melvin goes through to change. What events and what people transform Melvin? How do they do it? Why is he transformed now, rather than yesterday or next year? Do you believe his transformation? 

AS GOOD AS IT GETS

By Mark Andrus and James L. Brooks 

Director James L. Brooks 

Story Beats and Structure for Film

Analyzed by Dr. Linda Seger

Transformational Beats are Numbered/Beats 1-7 are Set-Up Beats 

SET-UP/MELVIN AND HIS PROBLEMS

1 min. Older woman comes out of the door. Elevator rings. Melvin coaxes dog into elevator. Dog almost whizzes on wall. Melvin throws dog down the trash bin. (1) 

SET-UP/THE DOG STORY

SIMON looks for dog. Melvin makes a racial slur and FRANK comes out to confront him. (2) 

5 min. Melvin goes into apartment, locks doors. Washes hands with several bars of soap found in his medicine cabinet.  (3) 

SET-UP/SIMON AND HIS ART

6 min. Simon’s party. Neighbor brings dog back. 

7 min. Melvin is in his apt., writing. 

SET-UP/MELVIN AND SIMON

Simon comes to door to ask about his dog.

Melvin asks Simon to never interrupt him because he works at home. (4) 

10 min. Melvin in apt., writing. Knock on door. Frank pulls him out of apt. Confronts him. Frank says never abuse Simon or his dog again. (5) 

11 min. Melvin on street, not walking on any cracks in sidewalk, no one touching him.  (6) 

SET-UP/CAROL AND MELVIN

12 min. Restaurant – CAROL talks to customer. 

Melvin comes in, insults Jews at his table. Customers leave. He sits down and gets out plastic forks and spoons.  (7) 

SET-UP/CAROL AND HER SON, SPENCE

Melvin says they’re all going to die, including her son. Carol confronts him. 

Carol makes him swear he’ll never mention her son again. He agrees. (8) 

16 min. Carol brings her date home. They get affectionate, but Carol hears her son throw up. 

18 min. Back in living room. The date starts to smoke. She stops him, because son can’t handle smoke. He leaves. “Little too much reality for Friday night.” 

ACT ONE DEVELOPMENT/SIMON AND HIS ART

19 min. – Man looks for boys on corner. Needs pretty face for portrait. Guy shows up at Simon’s studio. Starts to take off clothes. “This is not a nude.”

22 min. Melvin on Street, and into Restaurant.

ACT ONE DEVELOPMENT/MELVIN AND CAROL

She asks why he uses plastic picnic-ware.  (9) 

ACT ONE DEVELOPMENT/MELVIN AND HIS PROBLEMS  

23 min. He asks what’s wrong with her son. She tells him about Spence. (10) 

1st TURNING POINT/SIMON AND HIS ART

24 min. Simon is in studio. The guy’s two friends rob his place. Simon finds friends stealing. Asks why. Guys attack Simon. Dog runs away.

27 min. Police question Melvin. Frank tries to give Simon’s dog to next door neighbor but she won’t take him.

ACT ONE DEVELOPMENT/MELVIN AND THE DOG 

Gives dog to Melvin. Frank leaves. Melvin says nobody’s ever been in his apt. before. (11) 

29 min. Apt, Melvin to dog – “You’re dead”. Dog cowers.

Dog looks at chopped roast beef in bowl and Barks. Melvin plays piano and sings “Always Look at the Bright Side.” Dog eats. 

31 min. – At hospital, Frank with friend, can’t look at Simon. Simon sees himself in the mirror. Frank tells Simon that Melvin is taking care of dog.

34 min. – Restaurant, Melvin and Carol. Dog is outside with kids talking to him. 

1st TURNING POINT/MELVIN AND HIS PROBLEMS/IMPORTANT TRANSFORMATIONAL BEAT 

35 min. Carol says next time if manager not there, can bring dog in.  He changes his seat. (12) 

They start talking. She talks about son. He gets bacon for the dog. (13)

36 min. Melvin takes dog for a walk. Gives him bacon. Melvin tells dog to not be like him. Dog doesn’t step on cracks. Two women watch and smile about this. (14) 

37 min. – Udall’s apt. Melvin finishes book with dog besides him. Frank comes and ask Melvin to take care of dog another day. Melvin says “yes”. Will give dog back tomorrow. (15) 

1st TURNING POINT/MELVIN AND THE DOG 

38 min. Melvin in apt. Is upset he has to give dog back. He cries. Dog is sad. (16)

39 min. Simon comes in wheelchair to get Verdell. Verdell doesn’t want to come. Simon takes him home. 

40 min. – Simon’s apt. Verdell sits by door, doesn’t want to come to Simon.

41 min. – Melvin’s apartment, he plays piano, looks at dog’s dish. (17)

42 min. – Melvin to psychiatrist’s office and screams “Help”. Melvin argues with doctor about diagnosing him with obsessive compulsive disorder. Asks, “What if this is as good as it gets?” (18) 

43 min. – In Restaurant, new waitress can’t deal with Melvin. Mgr. wants him to get out. Everyone applauds as he leaves. He pays a busboy for Carol’s last name and address information. (19)

1st TURNING POINT/CAROL AND MELVIN

45 min. – Melvin comes to Carol’s house. She’s shocked to see him. He says he’s hungry. They argue. She says her son is sick. 

1st TURNING  POINT/MELVIN AND SPENCE

Spence comes in and Melvin tries to teach Spence manners.  

48 min. Spence has a fever. Carol takes him, asks Melvin to hold the cab for them. He does. (20) 

49 min. Carol takes Spence to the hospital, to ER.

50 min. – Simon’s friend tells him that he’s broke and his art show didn’t go well. Verdell won’t come to him. Simon can’t keep apt. or studio.

52 min. Melvin at his publisher. The receptionists gushes about his writing. Melvin asks for a favor. (21)

53 min. – Carol comes home, sees the M.D. car on the street, runs, finds there’s a doctor. 

MIDPOINT/MELVIN AND SPENCE

Dr. Betz is there, and says his wife asked him to take good care of Spence so she can go back to work. Carol and her mother have a conference with him. He gives her his home number and promises that Spence will do better and that Melvin will pay for all extra costs.

55 min. – Melvin talks to Hispanic housekeeper about helping to walk the dog. He insults her but says “yes”. 

MIDPOINT/MELVIN AND THE DOG

Melvin makes fun of Simon. Simon tells Melvin he’s losing his apt. and doesn’t want to paint anymore. 

MIDPOINT/MELVIN AND SIMON

Melvin feels sorry for him. Sits down and explains why Verdell loves him better because of bacon in his pocket. They do a test.(22) 

62 min. – Carol gets dressed, and goes to Melvin’s apt. in the rain in t-shirt. She wants to know why he’s paying her son’s medical bills. She says she’ll never sleep with him.  He asks if she’ll be at work – Yes.

66 min. – at 3 a.m., Melvin can’t sleep. Brings Chinese soup to Simon. They talk about depression. (23) 

MIDPOINT/MELVIN AND CAROL 

68 min. – Carol tries to write Thank you Letter. Carol cries and tells her mother about how she feels about not having a man in her life. 

72 min. Carol and her mother go out.

Melvin and Frank talk in the restaurant about Simon, and the dog. Carol gives him a thank you note but he won’t take it. Melvin tells Frank that Verdell is sick. (24) Frank says Simon has to get to Baltimore to ask his folks for money and asks Melvin to drive him. He finally agrees.(25)  Carol reads part of her Thank You letter to Melvin. He insists she goes along. (26) 

79 min. Carol packs for trip. 

80 min. Melvin packs. Carol calls to ask about what to bring to wear.

81 min. Melvin leaves Verdell at vet. Carol takes bus. (27)

Simon hugs Frank. Frank leaves.

Carol arrives. She introduces herself. Melvin introduces them.

Carol sits in back, Simon in front. He plays YMCA ass a joke. 

85 min. In Countryside, Carol drives and talks to Simon about his parents.

87 min. Simon and Melvin take turns telling Carol how bad their fathers were.

89 min. At hotel, Melvin talks to Simon. 

CLIMAX/SPENCE STORY

Carol calls Spence and finds out he’s playing soccer. Carol is happy, wants to go dancing, and Melvin is her date.

92 min. Carol all dressed, Melvin still in shower.

They go to a nice restaurant. (28) Both look happy and he looks almost “normal”

But he doesn’t have a jacket and tie. He won’t take the one at the restaurant so goes out and buys one. A tile floor at store. Returns to restaurant. 

95 min. -Carol at bar. She says Melvin looks great. They get table. She asks if he wants to dance and he says ‘no’. He says he has to buy a new outfit and she gets by with a housedress. She is hurt, starts to leave, asks for a compliment. (29) 

Melvin orders from across the room.

Melvin talks about his pills, says, “You make me want to be a better man.” (30) 

101 min. She sits beside him. She kisses him. He looks around to see if anyone is looking. She says when she first saw him she thought he was handsome, but then he spoke. She asks why he brought her there. He says he thought if she had sex with Simon. She leaves.

103 min. Simon calls his parents but they won’t pick up, gets answering machine.

104 min. Carol comes in. She’s going to stay with Simon

2nd TURNING POINT/SIMON AND HIS ART

Simon sees Carol by tub, and wants to draw her.  He does.

107 min. Melvin at bar, talking to bartender (31) 

108 min. – Simon is drawing Carol. He rips off part of his cast.

109 min. – Melvin bursts into their room and asks Simon if he had sex with her. She says it was better – he held her. Melvin storms out.

110 min. Simon calls his mother, talks. Simon is happy, he’s working again. Simon tells Melvin and Carol he’s going back to the city with them.

112 min. - Melvin is on phone. Simon’s place is subleased. (32) 

2nd TURNING POINT/MELVIN AND CAROL

115 min. She tells Melvin he makes her feel bad about herself and leaves. 

2nd TURNING POINT/MELVIN AND SIMON 

Melvin invites Simon to stay with him. 

CLIMAX/MELVIN AND THE DOG

Verdell there. (33) Frank brought Simon’s stuff over and set up a room for him. 

CLIMAX/MELVIN AND SIMON

Simon thanks him and says he loves him. Melvin says he’d be the luckiest guy in the world if that did it for him.

117 min. Carol is with Spence at home. 

Simon says he prefers Verdell not to sleep in his room. 

BEGINNING OF LAST SEQUENCE: 

Carol calls. She apologizes for being mean to him earlier and says she enjoys his company but there are problems. He says he should have danced with her. (34) 

120 min. Melvin talks to Simon about Carol. They argue. Simon says he’s lucky, encourages him to go to her home. (35) 

123 min. – At her apartment, she buzzes him up. Her mother listens to them at the door. He confesses had had to see her. She asks, “Why can’t I have a normal boyfriend?!” Her mother says they don’t exist. 

They go for a walk. He sings to her. Gives her a compliment. (36) 

CLIMAX

131 min. He kisses her, says he knows he can do better, kisses her again. (37) 

He steps on a crack. (38) They walk to a bakery as it lights up. (39) 

132 min. FADE OUT. 

(2) Watch Tootsie and map out the transformational beats and count them. Who and what transforms Michael Dorsey? 

(3) Choose a film that deals with learning a skill, such as a sports film or film about the arts, and watch how the character is transformed externally. Look at how the external journey also transforms the character internally. Some good sports films include Rocky (especially the first one), The Karate Kid (especially the first one), Million Dollar Baby (the first half of the film that focuses on boxing), Personal Best. 

Some good films about musicians include Shine, Mr. Holland’s Opus. 

You can also find some good transformational arcs in films about people fighting for social issues, such as Erin Brockovich, Norma Rae, Good Night and Good Luck, and The Insider or films about characters that have to overcome a disability, such as The Miracle Worker, A Beautiful Mind, Mask, The Elephant Man. Which of these films create the strongest emotional connection for you? Which of these have the clearest transformations and most layered characters? 

Creating Dialogue: 

(1) Write down examples of subtext that you’ve heard in real life. It might be when someone is asked what’s wrong and they say “nothing”, or when you may have asked someone for a recommendation and they said “well, I’m just too busy” and you knew they didn’t want to recommend you, or when someone said they’d pay you for some work and they didn’t and you wondered what was the subtext – was it that they didn’t like your work, they didn’t have money, or they figured if they delayed long enough you’d forget about it. 

(2) Watch the metaphor scenes from Silence of the Lambs (when Clarice recounts trying to save the lamb) and Sideways (when Miles and Maya talk about wine). In what ways are these characters really talking about themselves? 

(3)  See if you can come up with an object that could serve as a metaphor for a character. Write the dialogue, talking about the object even though the character is actually talking about him/herself. 

(4) Write down dialogue you hear that either expresses someone’s occupation, culture, or geographical location. 

DEEPENING THE THEME

(1) Choose one of your favorite films which you believe has a well-expressed theme. How would you express the theme in one word? In one phrase? In one sentence? How would you express the theme using a verb to show the action of the theme? Does a character in the film ever express the theme outright? 

(2) Look at the following chart. Watch some of the films to see how the issue is expressed and whether the issue is resolved during the film. 

Column I

The Age of the Character

0-3

3-12

13-19

20-30s

20’s thru 40’s

30’s, 40’s and up

60’s and up

Near Death

Near Death

Column II

The Issue or Theme

The Character is Addressing

Mistrust vs. Trust

No self-esteem vs. self-esteem, self-confidence

Conformity vs. Individuality

Conformity vs. Creativity

Isolation vs. Intimacy

Losing vs. Success/Achievement

Materialism vs. Spirituality

Stagnation vs. Generativity

Despair vs. Integrity

Regret vs. Reconciliation

Rage vs. Surrender

COLUMN III

Consequences if the

Issue is not Addressed

Neglect, Abuse

Child is overly shy, or child is rebellious

Character turns to Drugs or Alcohol or Sex to fit in;

Peer Pressure

Character overly accommodates, conforms or rebels

Character gives up, or chooses materialism and corruption

Character makes compromises or becomes corrupt to achieve material success

Character despairs, takes easy road, turns to drugs, alcohol, suicide

Character can become depressed, despairing, drugs, alcohol, suicide

Character becomes enraged

COLUMN IV

Example of Movie that deals with this issue

RAINMAN

HOME ALONE, E.T., SPY KIDS

DEAD POETS SOCIETY, CLUELESS, BOYS DON’T CRY, AMERICAN BEAUTY

GOOD WILL HUNTING, TOOTSIE, TITANIC

ROCKY, WALL STREET, WORKING GIRL, BEAUTIFUL MIND, THE FULL MONTY, STAR WARS, SILENCE OF THE LAMBS 

GANDHI, NORMA RAE, ERIN BROCKOVICH, 7 YEARS IN TIBET

THE VERDICT, CAPOTE, GOOD NIGHT, AND GOOD LUCK

THE VERDICT, WHO KILLED ROGER RABBIT, THE INSIDER, THE GREEN MILE

MAGNOLIA, MARVIN’S ROOM, ON GOLDEN POND

Images and Image Systems: 

(1) Watch some films that are known as cinematic – such as Taxi Driver, Out of Africa, Platoon, The Last Emperor, etc. What images are used? What do these images mean? 

(2) Write down metaphoric language that uses images to express emotional states, such as “I’m blue today”, “Everything is feeling up today”, “The boss is the big cheese and I’m just small potatoes”, “I didn’t just fall off a turnip truck.” “He’s not the brightest porchlight on the block.” How many others can you think of? 

(3) Watch the eating scene in Tom Jones and the dusting the piano scene in The Piano. What are all the different ways the metaphor is expressed?    

(4) Watch films with strong image systems such as Body Heat (hot and cold) and The English Patient (moist and dry). What are all the images that express the image system? How does the writer/director get variety in these images?  
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